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The expectations of life depend upon diligence;

the mechanic that would perfect his work 

must first sharpen his tools.

Confucius

June 2014

There was something comforting about the clanking of tools on metal as the men worked. Titus strode to where legs appeared from under a car. He pulled the boots and a young man’s face appeared before him, smears of oil marring his features. The stubborn baseball cap remained firmly on the boy’s head as always.

“B.J.?”

“Yeah?” 

Brown eyes stared up at him and he frowned. “You almost done with that oil change?”

“Yeah, just tightened the last bolt.” B.J. rose to his feet and placed the wrench on the table.

“Come here. I’ve got your next job for you.” Titus waited for a second and headed for the other end of the garage.

“OK.” The young man followed him. B.J. never shared anything, like why he came to help, but Titus understood the peace of working on cars. The boy carried his weight in his willingness to do whatever Titus asked as long as it was in his skill-set.

“Someone donated this vehicle. I’d like to find out how well you do running the computer codes in assessing what we need to do to make it ready.”

The young man stood there, staring at the sedan. His head tilted. “Do you hear something?”

Music blared through the garage speakers. Titus frowned and stared at the boy. “Like what?”

“I’m not sure. Shhhh.” The boy crept closer to the vehicle, slow and intent. He got to the rear and put his ear to the metal. “Can you pop the trunk?”

Titus pulled the lever from inside the car. The lid opened, and he moved around to join the kid.

“Crap. Who would do such a thing?” B.J. reached in to pull out a black plastic bag that wiggled. He set it on the concrete floor and ripped through the plastic.

Titus gagged. The furry animal before them was covered in blood, urine and feces, and its mouth was taped shut. 

Sad brown eyes searched Titus’s—and they weren’t the dog’s. 

The dog whimpered. 

“Will, come here. Bring your phone. We need some pictures.” 

Another mechanic rushed over, snapped photos of the bag, the dog, and B.J. trying to free him.

B.J. pulled out a jackknife and slowly worked through the edge of the tape on both sides allowing the animal to open his jaws. “Do you think soap will help remove the tape?” He mused aloud but shook his head, frowning.

Titus shrugged. 

B.J. picked the dog up, hauled him to the industrial size sink, turned the taps to warm water, and proceeded to bathe the animal. 

Titus disposed of the plastic coffin behind the garage. He returned to watch the process as the boy scrubbed the dog clean with dish soap. 

The other men joined him. 

“What will you do with him or her?”

“Him.” The young man shrugged. A tear dragged a path through the dirt on the kid’s face. “We should call the shelter. Or the police. It’s a crime to abuse an animal like this. He needs to get checked out by a vet.”

“I’ll call the police.” Titus pulled out his phone.

A towel soon swaddled the dog as B.J. sat on the floor hugging it tight.

Titus stood by the donated vehicle. It would take a lot of work to clean the smell out of that trunk. Why would someone use this shop as a dumping ground for a dog? The ugliness people were capable of astounded him.

“Ty, can you come here and hold his face still? He’ll fight me on this, but I’d rather not hurt him more while I cut this tape off. The hair is quite long and matted but if I’m careful I think I can slice it off.”

Titus knelt across from the boy who held the weak and shivering dog close. 

B.J. softly crooned words of comfort while using a box cutter to slice under the tape, slowly working it off. 

It took all of Ty’s will to hold the squirming dog steady as it fought the process. The police arrived as the last of the tape pulled free. Ty let the dog loose and it jumped into B.J.’s lap giving the kid licks on his face.

“Stop, you silly dog. My face is filthy.” The boy ruffled the dog’s matted hair. Obviously, the affection went both ways.

Titus grinned at the enthusiasm of the pup who still whimpered and shivered in spite of the young man who provided such tender care for it.

~*~

Animal control arrived and took the dog away in a carrier, so it could be assessed and cared for. 

B.J. fingered the card. She’d check up on the pup in a few days. If it was well enough it might be adoptable. B.J. prayed that it would. She glanced at the clock on the wall and headed over to Titus.

B.J. was really Bethany Joelle, but Ty and the rest of the men at The Garage didn’t realize she was female. She dressed as a boy when she came there to work, and they accepted her as such. She’d been doing it for over a year now. 

Titus, whom the men all called Ty, had only recently taken over the management of the ministry at The Garage. 

She sighed. “I need to leave. I’ll stop back Monday afternoon and promise to take care of that car.”

“Thanks, kid. I appreciate it. I’m glad you found the dog in time,” Ty said.

“Yeah, me too.” B.J. walked away longing for her bath and bed.

“Hey!” Titus called after her.

“What?” She turned, fingering her key.

“Do you ever attend church?”

She shrugged. “Rarely, gotta job.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll pray that something will open up in your work schedule to allow you to join in worship.”

B.J. frowned. “A few more Sundays off would be welcome. Thanks.” She turned and headed to her scooter. She might need to work more if she were to support a dog. Could she handle it? Or would the dog be alone too much? She’d ask her landlady. Maybe between the two of them the dog would find a home and love. Something she’d never experienced much of herself.

Once home, she let her strawberry-blonde hair fall down her back. She rarely let anyone see it. As Bethany Joelle, she kept it up or in a braid at work for sanitary purposes. No one wanted to find hair in their donuts. Maybe it would be better if she cut it off. But it was one of the things she remembered of her mother—her long, red hair. If Bethany cut it off that one last tenuous link to happier days would be thrown away. 

As the mechanic, B.J., she kept it hidden at the shop to avoid them realizing she was a woman. At twenty-four, petite and with a slim build, she wore boy’s jeans when she worked at the shop. 

She showered, made a quick sandwich, and climbed into her bed. Alone. Just like every other night. And that’s the way it would be until God took her home. Life was safer that way. If she kept busy enough she didn’t think about how lonely she really was.

~*~

With the long days of summer, getting up at 2:15 AM for her three o’clock shift was hard. Even getting to bed early was a trial since it was so light out when Bethany had to sleep. Room darkening shades kept out the breeze. With the summer warmth and no air conditioning, she needed all the airflow she could get. It was bad enough that it was hot at the bakery despite the air conditioning. There wasn’t any AC at the garage either.

Bethany’s car didn’t have air, only hot black and blue vinyl seats that stuck and burned if she wore shorts, which of course, she didn’t.

She strode into the grocery store and stopped at the staff lounge. She dropped her bag in her locker, grabbed her white coat, and slipped on her white bakery cap. She glanced in the mirror. Attractiveness was a liability.

“Good morning, Bethany Joelle,” her cheerful boss, Jack, sang to her. He was older and looked a little like a cartoonish chef with his orange mustache and his hair, which stuck out from under his hat. “Ready to whip up some donuts for the church crowd?”

Bethany nodded. “Sure.” She prepared batter for the cake donuts while letting the dough rise for the glazed ones. She was soon in her zone, cutting out donuts and making the donut holes, baking and frying them as needed and topping or filling them. 

Jack was busy with special order cakes due to be picked up that day along with others that might be needed. 

Once the bakery opened at six, there were fresh donuts on the self-serve shelves.

Bethany moved on to the bread and buns. When she was done, she’d help with frosting and decorating cakes.

There was only as much conversation needed to get the tasks done. She liked it that way. Jack was an easy man to work with. A husband with several grown children he had to be the kindest man she knew. Well, except for Titus Rickmeyer. But the mechanic thought she was a boy. There’d be no hope for her to do the hobby she loved if he ever realized she was a woman. She feared that if the men at The Garage knew, they wouldn’t let her serve there.

It wasn’t that the church had anything against women fixing cars. They’d never stated that. But she’d worked in garages in the past and found being the only woman caused a lot of unwanted attention. There was no stated rule within the church ministry prohibiting women, but she didn’t want to put men in a situation where there would be temptation, or cause trouble.

Plus, men usually didn’t take a woman mechanic seriously and she hated to be talked down to. It was good Bethany rarely attended church. The chance of her discovery was low. Without her baseball cap on, and with her hair down, and no oil smeared on her face—she appeared different.

At least she wasn’t beautiful. That would be totally wasted on her.

Thankfully, there hadn’t been an interview to volunteer at The Garage. Just a quick meeting and a quick telling of her belief in God. The former guy who ran it was more interested in her ability to fix a car and her availability than who she was as a person. She’d avoided most of the men in her time serving there and they’d respected her need to be alone. She hoped that continued.

“Try to relax today, Bethany Joelle,” Jack called to her as she started to unbutton her work smock to leave a little after lunch.

“Thanks, Jack. You, too. See you bright and early tomorrow morning.” Bethany stepped out of the bakery with a final wave at Jack and undid her hair tie allowing the red locks to flow down her back. She liked it that Jack usually called her by her full first name. Most people shortened it, which was fine, but still… She remembered her mother whispering ‘Bethany Joelle’ as she patted Bethany’s back and held her close. Bethany blinked back the tears the memory evoked. Nothing would bring her mother back and there was no need going there. She had a good boss. That was all. And she was grateful.

After collecting her bag, Bethany skipped down the stairs and headed for the exit and collided with something solid. “Oh! Excuse me. I was in a hurry and not watching where I was going.” Bethany gasped as she stepped back. Of all the people…

Titus smiled at her. “Well, if I need to be run into, nothing like a beautiful woman to practically knock me off my feet.”

Her face warmed and she was certain it flamed red. She gulped and moved past him, hurrying out the door. With her hair down and not wearing her trademark baseball cap, he hopefully had no idea she was B.J. from The Garage. Whew. Close call.

~*~

Titus watched her go, amused at her blush and intrigued by her reticence to engage in a flirtation. Cute woman. Petite. He went towards the bakery. His young mechanic, B.J., according to records at the shop, worked here but Ty didn’t find him. He grabbed some donuts to take home to his roommates and picked up the other items they needed.

He exited to the parking lot and headed for his car. In a row at the back of the lot, he spied the spunky girl with the hood up on her car and hair now braided down her back. He dropped his groceries into the back of his pickup and strode over to her. “Trouble?” he asked.

“Idiot me. I forgot to turn my lights off when I got to work this morning.”

“Dead battery?”

She nodded.

“I’ll bring my truck over and give you a jump.”

“Great, thanks.” She glanced up at him with a small smile and thrust her hand out. “Bethany Joelle.”

Ty shook it and noticed the rough callouses on her hands. In spite of that, a jolt traveled up his arms. “Titus. Titus Rickmeyer. You can call me Ty. Have we met before?”

“Other than running into you a few minutes ago?”

He chuckled. “I’ll be right back.” He pulled his truck over to the little hatchback, popped the hood, pulled out cables, and hooked them up.

The young woman watched. 

“You can try to start your car now.”

Bethany turned the key. 

Nothing. 

Titus held up a hand for her to stop. “Let’s wait a minute.” He checked all the connectors to make sure they were tight. “OK, try again.”

Nothing. 

Her head fell against the steering wheel in defeat. 

Ty frowned. “It’s beyond redemption. I’m sorry.” He pulled off the cables, wound them up, and shut both hoods. He walked around where she sat in the front seat. “I can give you a ride to the store to get another battery. I mean, I realize we just met and if you want to call my pastor for a reference, I would understand.”

She held up a hand. “No. I know who you are, and your reputation. I would appreciate a lift, but if you need to get your groceries home first, I totally understand. I can wait here for you.”

“Nonsense. I can drop them off on the way.” He put his hands on his hips and waited for her. 

She released a long sigh and grabbed her bag and keys before exiting the car. 

Titus beat her to the passenger side door, opened it, and offered her a hand. 

She ignored his help and pulled herself up into the bench seat. 

Ty closed the door and ran around to his side of the car. He started it up and noted the sweet scent of vanilla and sugar that filled the cab.

“You work at the store?”

“Yeah.”

“And start really early?”

“Uh, huh.”

“What department?”

“Bakery.”

“No wonder you smell so sweet.”

No comment was forthcoming from the woman next to him. She fidgeted with her car keys as he drove down the road in silence for a few blocks.

“I have a friend who works in the bakery. Do you know B.J.?”

“Yeah, I do.” She continued to stare out the window.

Titus was frustrated at his failed conversational gambits. “Do you ever get to go to church?”

“Sometimes. When I do I attend Orchard Hill.”

“Hey, that’s where I go.”

“I’m aware. That’s one of the reasons I knew you were safe.”

“Not all men are safe because they attend church.”

“True, but it was only one of the reasons. I’ve heard of your reputation.”

“Really? I have a ‘reputation’ people talk about?”

“I don’t listen to gossip and I don’t spread it. You’re one of the good guys.”

“I won’t debate the issue.” Titus grinned. This young lady knew him in a favorable light. That pleased him. He drove to his apartment building. “I’ll be right back.”

“OK.”

He put the stuff in the fridge that needed to keep cool. The rest he left to unpack later. Or maybe his roommates would do it. He jogged back out to the car.

“OK, on to the store.” The drive was quiet. He rushed around to get her door before she exited but failed. “You do realize that some men want to be gallant, right?”

She ducked her head. “Sorry. I’ve had too many instances where I’ve sat waiting, left behind because many men don’t get the door.”

“Lamentable, but with me, you don’t need to worry. I won’t forget you.” 

Her cheeks turned pink. Her hair fell out of its loose braid to form a curtain to obscure her features. Intriguing.

He recommended a battery and she agreed. They reached the check-out and she pulled out her wallet to pay. Titus hefted the unit to haul to the truck and assisted her back in. Once again, she refused his hand to help her up. He grinned. She might be small but she wasn’t helpless.

Once back at the dead vehicle, she popped the hood and grabbed some tools out of the trunk. She managed to get the battery out without his assistance.  Her short nails had dirt under them.

He motioned to her hands as he sat the new battery in place, secured it, and hooked it up. “How does a baker get dirty fingernails and calloused hands?”

She glanced at her hands. “I do more in life than bake, and when I work in the kitchen I wear gloves so stained fingers aren’t an issue.”

“Huh.”

She went to the car and started the engine, which purred to life. “It works.” She came around as he lowered the hood. “Thank you, Titus. It’s not often I’ve experienced a white knight coming to my rescue.”

He chuckled and offered his hand. 

She shook and released his hand as if burned. 

“I’m glad I was able to help. I hope I run into you again soon, Bethany Joelle.”

She raised an eyebrow, got in her car, and with a little wave drove away. 

Ty frowned. The sprite was cute but there was something familiar about her. She knew who he was. He had a nagging suspicion he’d met her before but he was sure he would have remembered. He’d figure it out. He wanted to meet her again, and get to know her better.

It was the first time in a long time that he’d been struck with such interest. The sizzle of her touches and her lack of flirting made the puzzle of Bethany Joelle one he wanted to solve.


2

Hope is the poor man’s bread.

Anonymous

Bethany called the shelter first thing Monday morning to check on the dog. It was still alive and under the care of a good vet. She’d be able to visit soon. Returning from her break, she struggled to focus.

Jack called her over. “Bethany Joelle, you’ve already been here long enough, but could you stay for another hour? Pat had trouble with her babysitter and will get here as soon as she can.”

“But that’s customer service work. I’m no good at that. Give me dough and I’m happy, but people? Not so much.” Bethany’s breath shuttered.

“I understand. I’d stay but I need to accompany my wife to a doctor appointment. Please? Double time or you can take it off later in the week.”

She sighed. “Fine.” She prayed that somehow the next hour would pass without her having to actually deal with the public.

~*~

Titus spotted B.J. walk in later than normal and head straight for the donated vehicle. “Hey, B.J.,” he called out.

The young boy stopped and turned. “Yeah?”

“Would you mind trying to get the trunk clean before checking the codes?” He hated to ask it of him. It was a grunt job, but he needed to help someone with a transmission issue that was more complicated than anticipated.

“Sure. Can’t stay long tonight. I’ll see what I can do.” The boy turned and went to grab a bucket and scrub brush.

Titus didn’t miss the shudder of revulsion when he gave the job. He gave the boy high marks for not quibbling or giving him attitude. If only all his crew were that amenable. Guilt weighed on him, though. He’d assigned B.J. that job instead of giving it to one of the other guys. Was it to keep peace in the shop?

It was a character-building job—right? Ty shook his head. He was a coward as a leader and took the easy road instead of giving B.J. the chance to expand his abilities. He went back to Will. “Think you and Sam can figure this out? I think I’ll go give B.J. a hand.”

“Sure. I’d rather be working on this puzzle than cleaning that stench.” Will went back to work.

Titus frowned and strode over to B.J. who had already used the shop vac and was now scrubbing the remaining blood and other fluids out of the car.

Ty donned a pair of gloves.

B.J. shrugged. “What’cha doing here?”

“Came to help.” Titus grabbed a brush and started at the other end of the trunk.

“I can do the job.”

“I realize that. I feel guilty giving you the dirty work. A leader should be willing to do the crap tasks too.”

“I promise to bring you donuts tomorrow if you let me finish this alone.” B.J. kept his face averted as he scrubbed.

Ty stopped and stared. “Excuse me? You’re bribing me to not help you?”

“I prefer to work alone.” The face turned toward him was set in a frown. The kid wasn’t joking.

Titus set the brush down and pulled off the gloves. “Fine. I’ll let it slide this time, but this is a team ministry. The goal is to work together. At some point, you need to work with others if you want to learn. I’m sure you don’t want to be doing oil changes forever.”

There was a flash in the kid’s eyes. “I’m cool doing oil changes, fixing flats, or whatever you want. I might not be as skilled. I’ve got no tech school under my belt. But I’ll work hard.”

“Tech school? You don’t look old enough to have graduated high school.”

“Graduate Equivalency Degree. I’m old enough.”

Ty folded his arms and narrowed his eyes. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you speak this many words in a row.”

B.J. grunted and resumed scrubbing.

Titus knew when he was beaten but couldn’t help a grin at the little bit of fire he witnessed in the pipsqueak’s eyes. However, there was something disturbing about the boy’s refusal to accept any help, especially on such a distasteful task. He went to assist with the transmission issue. A single mom needed this mini-van as soon as possible. They weren’t in the business of playing around.

~*~

Bethany fought to keep from gagging as she scrubbed the trunk. Fool! She should have accepted Ty’s help. It was just…she liked being near him too much and she feared he’d figure it out. It wasn’t worth the risk even though she’d be going home and scrubbing forever to get the scent of this wretched trunk out of her skin. Baking soda would help absorb the odor and tomorrow she’d be cleaning that up.

The worst part was remembering the suffering of that dog. She could relate to the pup in more ways than anyone else would ever understand. And no amount of scrubbing would ever get rid of that stench in her mind.

She got the car trunk coated in baking soda and left a note asking that they leave it open so it could dry out. She’d finish the job tomorrow. She wrote the memo with her left hand instead of right so it would appear more immature. Deception was a wearisome game.

After a long shower at home, Bethany lay in bed trying to get to sleep. Why did she even try? Wouldn’t it be better to just get a second job where she could be Bethany Joelle? Why did she keep going back to The Garage ministry when the risk of discovery was high? She wasn’t one for playing games. She only wanted to work on the cars.

Alone.

Because…well, never mind the ‘because.’ Some things were better left buried.

~*~

The next morning, Bethany arrived at the bakery and put in her shift. She pulled together a package of goodies and took them to the garage. She left them in the small break room and quickly went to work cleaning the trunk, staying as far away from Ty as possible. She ran the report on the car’s engine and searched the codes on the computer. She left a sloppy note and took off when no one was looking. Tomorrow afternoon she wouldn’t come in. She’d visit the dog at the shelter instead.

~*~

After work the next day, Bethany went home to change. Brushing out her hair made her think of the dog’s matted fur. She hoped the pup would remember who she was. At the shelter the young woman took her to a small room and brought in the dog. Sad brown eyes stared up at Bethany as he stood in the doorway, whimpering.

She dropped to her knees and spoke softly. “Hey, remember me? I’m the one who got you out of that car.” The dog crept forward and allowed her to scratch behind his ears. 

A volunteer came in and sat down. 

They’d given him a puppy cut, shaving him so his pink skin and stitches were visible through the incredibly soft, short hair. No more matted white hair. A plastic cone around his neck prevented him from worrying the wounds so they could heal.

“Do you want to adopt him?”

“I need to check with my landlady first. I would love to, but I’m not sure.”

“He’ll need to be here a little longer, so you have time to decide. Here’s an application for you to take with you a list of what you might want to get, and the estimated costs of taking care of the dog. We want him to go to a forever home and never have to come back here.”

“I understand. Thank you.” Bethany gave the dog one last hug, grabbed the papers, and headed for home.

She found her landlady, a sweet, little eighty-five-year-old woman, out back in the garden. “Mrs. McElroy?”

The woman glanced up and her face broke into a grin. “Bethany Joelle, a rare treat to see my tenant. Would you like to sit and drink some lemonade?”

“Sure, that’d be sweet.”

“And I thought I asked you to call me Adele.”

“OK, Adele. Lemonade sounds wonderful. I need to ask you something.” Bethany Joelle followed Adele into her kitchen.

“Well, let’s get our drinks first and you can ‘spill the beans’ as it were.” She filled the glasses and they headed back outside to the covered porch. “So, what’s on your mind, dear?”

Bethany Joelle blinked at the term of endearment used. “I, um. Well, the other day I rescued an abused dog. A Maltese mix, a breed that doesn’t shed. He’s at the shelter now. He’s a sweet fellow, about ten pounds of love. And I’m wondering if I might adopt him. I’m gone a lot, though, so I wouldn’t want to bring him here unless he would also have a friend in you.”

The older woman gazed into the distance. “We used to always have dogs. But when my husband died, and our dog was hit by a car, I didn’t have the heart to get another one. I saved all the toys, bowls, bed, collar, and leash. Maybe it’s time for me to have one again. So this would be your dog, but you’d share him with me?”

“If that would be OK?” Bethany Joelle sipped her lemonade. Oh, did that feel good going down, all icy, sugary tart goodness.

“I would love it. Abused you say?”

“Yes.” Bethany described the conditions in which she found the dog.

“Well, sounds as if God put you in the right place. Pray about it first, dear. A dog is a commitment, but they are wonderful.”

“I’ve been praying…but sometimes I think God must not like me so much. He doesn’t answer.” 

The condensation on the glass moved it slightly across the glass top of the bistro table.

“He listens, and He speaks. We’re not always paying attention.”

“I’ll try harder. I need to get some dinner and go to bed. Early morning again.”

“I don’t know how you do that, but I am grateful when you bring me those loaves of fresh baked bread.”

Bethany smiled. “I’m glad to help out. Thanks, Adele.” She picked up her glass, drained it, and returned the tumbler to the kitchen before heading up to her one-bedroom apartment. She collapsed into bed, forgetting about dinner, and listened to the birds sing their evening songs. A puppy of her very own. God, can I really have it this time?

~*~

The car didn’t stink anymore. Titus found B.J.’s codes and notes. The kid was smart, even if his penmanship was sloppy. Not that Ty could boast. He pondered the codes and what parts would need to be ordered, and how much this would cost. Sometimes the vehicles weren’t worth fixing and better off junked for the scrap metal and parts. He’d check this over. He missed seeing the pipsqueak.

Thoughts of the kid taunted him. Something nagged him. He flipped through his paperwork to find the information B.J. submitted to the previous manager of The Garage. They never ran background checks on anyone who worked here, and the kid didn’t seem to be the kind who would steal, but still. The young man was hiding something.

Like Ty didn’t have his own secrets.

Still, he had a responsibility to the ministry and leadership of the church. He‘d check the young man out further. He sat at his makeshift office space and pulled out the church directory. No B.J. anywhere. How did he not even know the kid’s last name? Ty dug out the application and realized the kid never even put one down and the only number was his work one at the bakery. Titus debated calling. The boy hadn’t done anything to warrant the suspicion so he set it aside for now.

~*~

Bethany had the day off. A rare Sunday. And she couldn’t sleep past four o’clock in the morning. She tossed, turned, and finally rose to take a shower. She let her hair air dry as she sat on the back porch and sipped a cup of coffee. The mosquitoes weren’t up this early, or they hadn’t found her yet. Alone. Always alone. People surrounded her at work and the garage as she silently did her jobs, but there was little interaction and never anything personal. And home. If Adele was around she was puttering in her garden or knitting, and Bethany didn’t want to bother her.

Having a dog would be nice. At least the animal would love her.

She headed out for the first service at Orchard Hill. She rarely got to attend church and didn’t always understand the importance of being there. She entered alone, and people were friendly, but no one knew her name. Probably because she wasn’t regular enough. Bethany headed for a seat further back. She settled in, read the bulletin, and listened to the music playing.

A perky redhead plopped into the seat next to her.

“Hi, I’m Skye. I hope you don’t mind, but us redheads need to stick together, right?”

“Um, I guess.”

“What’s your name?”

“Bethany Joelle.”

“That’s your first name?”

“Yeah, apparently, my parents couldn’t agree so they stuck me with both.”

Skye laughed. “Our Women’s Ministry Director is Mary Beth. Her parents saddled her with a double first name too. No hyphen. Yours?”

“No hyphen.”

“Any nicknames?”

“It often gets shortened to Bethany.”

“Cute.”

Bethany grinned. “Definitely shorter when signing things.”

Skye smiled and turned to the front as the leader called them to worship. They stood, and Skye pointed discretely to the man center stage. “That’s my husband, Dan. He’s a pastor and leads the worship ministry here.”

Bethany nodded and smiled.

When the singing was done, she sat and listened to the message. No one could hide from God. He would always seek her. His all-knowing attribute meant that He understood her heart and still loved her. She stood with the congregation for the closing song and fought the tears that threatened. 

The worship leader sang something about soaring above the storms.

She was barely crawling through life. Soar with God? He not only knew her and loved her but also wanted her to soar? She didn’t understand what that meant, only that it was something she desperately longed for.

The lights came up and Pastor Dan Wink dismissed the congregation. 

Bethany followed Skye out the door to the café.

“Bethany Joelle, I would love to get better acquainted. Is there any time we could meet, say for coffee?”

“I’m not sure. I normally work from three until almost noon some days. Sometimes I catch a nap and do some volunteer work. Then it’s back to bed until the alarm hits again.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m an assistant baker at the grocery store.”

Skye frowned. “So, this morning was a rare chance to come and worship with us.”

Bethany nodded. “Yes. Well—”

“—Right now, then. I’ll collect my kids and you can come over for some coffee and we can visit.”

“I wouldn’t want to impose.”

“No. Trust me. I’d love the company. Dan won’t be home until at least 12:30.”

“How do I refuse that?”

“You don’t. Wait here and I’ll go fetch my kids and return for you.”

Bethany shrugged. “OK.”

The petite redhead rushed off down the hallway and left Bethany standing there alone. The empty space didn’t stay that way for long.

“Hi. I’m Titus. We met when your battery died.”

She gulped as she reached out to shake his hand. “I remember. Thank you again for helping me out.”

“It was the least I could do after almost running you over in my haste to get my shopping done.”

“I suppose.” She hated small talk. Where was Skye?

“So, you have a Sunday off?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you know a B.J.?”

“You asked me that the other day. Why?”

“He volunteers at our garage ministry and said he works at the bakery. I thought maybe you’d know him.” Titus sipped his coffee.

“Good kid. Hard worker.”

“I’ve noticed that about him in the shop but know so little about him. Some people don’t like to share much.”

Bethany nodded. “True. He doesn’t talk much at work either.”

“The quiet ones, the deep thinkers…sometimes they are the most intriguing, right?”

“Why would you say that?”

“They leave a mystery.”

“So how about you, Titus? What do you do for a living?”

“I’m a mechanic by trade but also drive a tow truck. Guess you could say I’m in the habit of rescuing cars and their owners.”

“Interesting that you put cars first.”

“Sometimes they are easier to understand than people.”

“Even with all the computerization?”

“Even then.”

Bethany couldn’t help but grin at that. She agreed but she wasn’t giving him any clues that might expose her secret. “I’m glad I got to meet you again, Titus.”

“You too, Bethany.” Ty gave a mock salute and headed off to talk to other people. He glanced back at her as he walked away, and she could have sworn he winked.

Skye arrived and introduced her to her two children, Quinn and Meghan. Soon Bethany was following the young woman to her home, parking by the curb.

Skye ushered her in the front door. “Excuse the mess. We moved a few weeks ago after we got married. So, things are still not all unpacked.”

Bethany Joelle wandered to a portrait above the fireplace. “This is beautiful. That’s your husband, the one who led worship?”

“Yeah, I painted that as a wedding gift. And yes, it is true, his eyes really are that fascinating.”

“How long ago did you meet him?”

“We met in January.”

“And you only just got married?”

“Long story, but yes.”

“So, you had kids…”

“Right, the standard question, especially for a pastor’s wife. I was married before and divorced my drug addict husband. Met Dan, he taught me about Jesus, and I fell in love with the messenger. My kids adore having him for their father and Dan is in the process of legally adopting them. Come to the kitchen and I’ll get you something to drink. Coffee?”

“Coffee’s fine.” Bethany followed. “So, you’re an artist?”

“Yeah.”

“Interesting. I can’t really draw unless it’s with icing.”

“That’s OK. I’d probably fail at that.” Skye pushed a coffee toward her. “Cream, sugar?”

“No. I’ve learned to drink it black. I work with sugar all day long, don’t need to eat it too.”

“Do you get sick of the scent?”

“I hardly notice it. But I can sniff a loaf of bread blindfolded and tell you what kind it is.”

“Interesting party trick.”

“Not really.” Bethany lifted her cup and took a sip.

“You got a little choked up this morning. Why?” Skye asked as she leaned forward in her seat, nursing her own cup.

“I’m not really sure. I tend to blend in. Hide in the background. The idea that God can see me no matter what I try to do is overwhelming.”

“I get that. And if no one else notices you, why would God?”

“Yeah.”

“If it’s any consolation, most of us carry some baggage from our past. God longs to help and heal it.”

“Yeah, well, it’s like God’s been playing hide-and-seek with me for a long time. Except I’m the one seeking and He’s hiding.”

“Paul writes in the letter to James that if we draw near to God, He will draw near to us.”

“I’ve read that, and in other verses, it says if we seek Him we will find Him. Can we change the topic?”

Skye nodded. “Why baking?”

Bethany sighed. “It’s something I started in high school as a job and it stuck. Food can make people happy, right? So, I get to be part of that in a tiny way.”

“Because you’re not happy.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t need to. Your eyes tell me the truth. The question is, why?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Bethany Joelle sat her cup down. Her heart raced. She needed to leave.

“It matters because you are important to God.” Skye’s hand came to rest on Bethany’s arm. 

It took everything in Bethany’s power to resist pulling away. 

“I’m not saying that our faith is about happiness because it isn’t. It’s about holiness. And sometimes the process of being made holy hurts. Life hurts. Let me show you another portrait I painted of my husband when he was deep in grief over the loss of his first wife.” Skye escorted Bethany into a well-lit studio with lots of windows. On the inside wall hung a portrait of a grieving man. Obviously, Pastor Dan.

Tears she fought all morning escaped their boundaries as she gazed at the portrait. A tissue was thrust into her hand.

“What have you lost, Bethany Joelle? Why are you grieving?” Skye whispered.

Bethany shook her head. “I’m sorry. I need to go. Thank you for inviting me over,” she gasped out between sobs. She headed to the front door and barreled into Ty.

His hands gripped her upper arms to keep them both from tumbling over.

“Bethany Joelle? I didn’t realize I’d find you here. We need to stop running into—” he paused as he noticed her distress. “What’s wrong?”

She shook her head and ducked past him, practically running to her car. 

He stood in the driveway watching her go.

God, why? Why do you keep throwing this man in my path? If he learns who I am, I’ll lose...
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All of us have ways in which we mask and cover our pain.

Iyanla Vanzant

Ty had witnessed naked grief before but never had it punched him in the gut as Bethany Joelle’s did. He returned to the Wink household as Dan pulled into the driveway. Any appetite was gone.

“You look as if someone stole your kitten,” Dan remarked as he led him into the house.

“Hey, guys. Lunch is almost ready. Did Bethany Joelle leave?” Skye popped her head out to call to them.

Ty nodded. “Something upset your guest. Is it even safe for her to drive?”

“I hope so,” Skye said. “I saw her run into you and hoped you’d get her to stay. I don’t think she wanted to talk to me anymore. Her distress is my fault. Come on in. I’d call her later but I never got her number. I probably pried a little too much for having just met her. Not everyone is like Dan and can handle my poking.” Worry lines marred Skye’s forehead as she ushered them into the kitchen. 

Dan pulled her close to give her a hug. “And maybe that’s what she needed. Someone brave enough to go there. We’ll pray for her, OK?”

“Thanks.” Skye turned to Ty. “And so you know. This was not a blind date set-up. Dan didn’t realize I’d invited her and never told me he’d invited you. Which is fine.” She gave a big smile. “I’m always glad when you come and visit.”

“I wouldn’t have been offended if it had been a set-up, Skye. I’ve met that girl once outside her work and this morning at church. She’s cute.”

“Someone’s finally sparked your interest?” Dan teased.

“We all fall sometime, don’t we?”

“And usually when we least expect it.” Dan, filled a mug with coffee, and handed it off to Ty before getting his own.

“True.” Skye grinned but the sorrow at what had obviously gone wrong still haunted her. She went to the door to the backyard. “Quinn! Meghan! Time to eat.”

The children tumbled in and wrapped arms around Dan before threatening to smother Ty in love and adoration. He dropped them in their chairs. “Monkey business comes after lunch, not before.”

“Not today, Ty. Naps come after lunch. No monkey business unless you’re around later.”

Ty pulled a sad face and slumped his shoulders. “Not fair.”

The kids giggled.

Skye’s bratwurst, her husband’s favorite, was delicious, as were the burgers. The banana crème pie topped off the meal. 

The kids consented to a nap without fuss.

Ty and Dan sat in the backyard in the shade.

“So, this girl. Why her?” Dan prodded.

“Not sure. She seems familiar somehow. She’s cute and she doesn’t flirt. She didn’t seem intimidated by her car issues either. She wasn’t helpless when her battery died, only needed a ride and even then, she didn’t ask. I think she’d have taken the bus or a cab before asking me for help. But, we only just met so I can’t blame her for being cautious. I suspect she held her pepper spray close just in case.”

“You didn’t flash your big smile and give her a wink to reassure her?”

“That probably would have sent her screaming the other way.”

“You said you wanted to talk about The Garage ministry?”

“Yeah, nothing major. I got a kid working there. Name of B.J. Says he can’t always make it to church because he often works on Sundays. He keeps to himself and does good work. This past week he actually gave me a little lip when I offered to help with a grunge job cleaning a stinky trunk. Said he prefers to work alone.”

“Good kid. Works well independently and doesn’t seek your approval. Do you think he is resistant to learning and growth? Or is it because he doesn’t tell you how wonderful you are?”

“Neither. I gave him a new task and he did it without assistance and went above and beyond to look up all the parts I would need to fix the problems on the car. He left notes on issues he thought would be problems down the line and could be preventatively fixed.”

Dan’s eyebrows raised. “Kid knows his cars, then.”

“Yeah. He doesn’t fight doing the messy jobs at all.”

“But he lacks personal connection. A loner.”

“So how do I reach him? He’s stated he knows Jesus and has a relationship, but where is he connecting and able to grow?”

“Does he come Thursday nights?”

“I’m pretty regular but I’ve not seen him.”

“Do you have time in your schedule to take him under your wing for discipleship? Or perhaps have someone else in mind who might do it? Coffee once a week to talk or something like that?”

“I could try. I suspect he might refuse me.”

“So be persistent. Keep asking.”

“I guess. Or I could see if Will or one of the other guys could do it.”

“There. Problem solved. Do we need to work on the girl issue now?”

Titus grinned. “Nah, I think I can manage that on my own.”

“So, says you. I’ll be here waiting.” Dan gave him a grin before they started to talk about the early draft picks for the Green Bay Packers.

~*~

Monday on his lunch break, Ty headed to the shelter to check on the abused dog. He was able to sit and hold the animal and give the little guy some loving.  It only took moments to fill out the adoption papers. He was approved after a background check. He decided to get the dog after work, so he could have time to collect the various items the puppy would need. B.J. would probably be glad to hear the dog had a good home. Ty went through the rest of his day with a spring in his step.

~*~

Bethany Joelle scraped together enough spare cash to purchase a new collar and leash to pick up the dog. Her application and a check made out for the adoption fee were filled out. She fully anticipated going home with the animal.

“The rescued dog?” the caretaker asked.

“Yeah, brought in last week, found in the trunk of a car.” Bethany waited.

“Oh, he was adopted earlier today. The owner will be picking him up at five.”

“Adopted? Can you say who?”

“No. But we have many other dogs who need a loving home. Would you like to see them?”

“Could I at least see that dog one last time?”

The worker nodded. “Sure.”

The dog jumped up next to her and put his coned head in her lap. Bethany crooned softly as she petted him, avoiding his wounds. “I hope you got a good owner who will love you and take good care of you.” She gave the pooch a hug and left, fighting the tears. She called the garage to say she wasn’t coming in and went home.

The dog couldn’t be hers. Neither could a family. A mom and a dad who would love her. And no man would want her either.

Sometimes she wondered what the point of it all was. Work, eat, sleep, and volunteer. All alone. She mowed the lawn for Adele, showered, and crashed for the night. What else could she do with a bruised and battered heart?

~*~

When he got to the garage that evening there was a message left from B.J. saying he wouldn’t be in. No explanation. Ty frowned as he petted the shorn and stitched up Maltese mix that came with the name Shazam. Silly name for a dog. He’d think of something better. The dog napped in his office while he worked on the cars and then they went home. One thing he was extremely grateful for…the pooch was potty-trained.

~*~

Bethany shuffled through the next few days and didn’t go into The Garage. She finally went on Thursday night, knowing that most of the younger men would be at the Thursday night group. She was surprised to run into Titus.

“Hey, sprout, missed seeing you the past few days. You doin’ OK?”

B.J. shrugged. “I’m doin’.”

“Remember that dog you rescued? I adopted him. He’s doing well. I bring him by sometimes and he hangs out in the office. Kind of The Garage mascot. I’m sorry you missed him. I only stopped in for a few minutes, so he isn’t with me tonight.” Ty looked around the garage. “Are you the only one here?”

“Guess so. Just wanted to do some oil changes.”

Titus shook his head. “Sorry, kid. The policy is that there needs to be at least two people here at all times. A safety thing.”

“Fine. I’ll leave.” She pulled off her gloves and shoved them in her back pocket.

“Why don’t you head to the adult group at church?”

“Not tonight. Not feelin’ very social.”

“Do you ever?”

“What?”

“Feel social? Do you ever hang out with people and talk or enjoy yourself?”

“Not really.”

“Why not?”

She shrugged. “Long story no one really wants to hear.”

“I’d listen.” Titus offered as he leaned against the workbench.

B.J. considered the man before her. He was one of the good guys. At least she thought he was. Too bad. He was one of the few she felt relatively safe around, even when she was dressed as a woman.

“Thanks. I’ll pass. Good night, Ty.” She gave a little wave and went to where her scooter sat at the side of the building. After he had seen her car, she knew she couldn’t be driving it to the garage. Thankfully, she didn’t live that far away. For now, with the weather being good, the scooter would suffice. She made a quick switch from her hat to her helmet, shoving the baseball hat in her storage compartment. Maybe she’d come in Saturday after work. Except the dog might be there. Could she deal with seeing him every time she came in?

Why did she torture herself like this anyway?

She knew the answer. It was Russell’s fault.

The wind whipped her face clearing off the tears that seemed to keep coming since the dam broke on Sunday. Maybe she needed to see a doctor. Get an anti-depressant. Right. She’d seen how dangerous those could be.

She took a detour to the graveyard. Could she even find the headstone? It’d been years since she came out here and often wondered at the wisdom of doing so. She parked the bike and hiked along the rows of stone etched with names and dates separated by dashes. Their lives had been too brief and hers too long. She finally came to her parents’ gravesite. Dad’s showed the military honors he’d received. She wished she could remember him.

He’d been gone so much doing the behind the scenes dirty work of after-war Iraq. When he’d died, the joy left their home. Bethany Joelle’s mother eventually ended her own life.

She had heard it was a good thing that she hadn’t killed her daughter in the accident but sometimes Bethany wondered if her mother intended for them both to die. Her hip still ached from the broken bones after the car crash. Once thrust into foster care, getting decent medical follow-up hadn’t happened. She did well enough in spite of it.

She didn’t remember the accident. Only that she awoke in the hospital in Madison and had no family. No one to claim her. No one to love her. Her dad couldn’t do anything about the bomb that took his life, but her mom…she shouldn’t have taken all the pills at once. They hadn’t had a chance to even work and combined with the other medications…

Bethany trembled.

And now a dog. She’d saved it and Titus adopted him. She should be glad. The pup had been tossed away, battered and bruised much as she was. Ty would give the dog a good home. Too bad no one provided the same for her.

Except for Russell and Kristi. Russell was the one who helped her learn to fix cars while Kristi taught her to bake. Their own children were grown. Bethany hoped and dreamed that they would be her forever family. She had been with that family longer than any other. Two full years. But cancer attacked Russell, and Kristi had all she could do to keep a job and help her husband. Bethany Joelle was abandoned once again.

Bethany stomped her foot. “It’s not fair!” She looked up into the sky and screamed at the clouds floating by. “God? Can you hear me? It’s just not fair! You keep taking people I love away from me.” She strode to her scooter and left for home. She parked it in the shed and headed for her room, but Adele caught her.

“Bethany, dear. Are you unwell?”

B.J. shook out her hair and sighed. “Physically I’m fine. Emotionally, not so much. Someone else adopted the dog.”

“Oh? I’m sorry you’re disappointed. Are you considering another at the shelter?”

“Not right now. I need to get a shower and head to bed. Early morning again.”

“I understand. Sleep well. I’ll be praying for you, that you’ll feel better.”

“Thanks, Adele. I appreciate it.”

Bethany ran up the stairs and got in the shower. A futile attempt to scrub away the other memories that threatened and to erase all the tears didn’t work. Unfortunately, a headache resulted. She hoped it would be gone by morning. She hugged her pillow close. She’d get affection from that at least. A soft place to land.

~*~

A week passed, and Titus searched for Bethany Joelle at the Thursday night group. Bowling. Typically, he enjoyed these outings but tonight he was on edge. B.J. hadn’t shown up either.

He arrived home and took the dog for a walk. The animal had yet to bark and seemed afraid when he’d first came home at the end of a day. He spent time snuggling with the pup before settling in for the night. The dog jumped up on the bed to cuddle up next to him, but Ty didn’t mind. It wasn’t like there was anyone else to do it.

He closed his eyes and mulled over the two pressing relationship issues. B.J. and Bethany Joelle. Obviously, God was up to something to burden him so with these two lonely souls.

~*~

Sunday came, and Ty looked for Bethany and B.J. but failed to find them at church. B.J. had failed to come in Saturday and it concerned Ty to have him so scarce. And Bethany? Well, she intrigued him.

The next day, out of curiosity he went back to the grocery store where Bethany and B.J. worked. Once he arrived at the bakery, he peered behind the counter. He spied Bethany with a white cap and her braid hanging down her back as she focused on kneading bread. 

A young man came to the counter. “Can I help you? Did you need a special order?”

“I’m searching for Bethany.”

The guy frowned but nodded. “Beth. A customer is asking for you.”

She turned, and her eyes widened when she realized who it was. “I’ll be right there.” She washed her hands and grabbed a paper towel. Still drying them, she came to the counter. She wasn’t smiling. “Titus. What can I help you with? Curtis could have taken care of you.”

“I didn’t want to take Curtis to lunch.” Ty winked at her and even though she still wore a frown, her face turned a delightful shade of pink. “When do you get off?”

She glanced at the clock, biting her lip. “In about forty-five minutes.”

“Great. I’ll wait for you out front.” Titus started to step back.

“For what?” She folded her arms.

“Lunch.”

“You didn’t even ask.”

He noted the tilt to her chin. Interesting. He grinned. “Bethany Joelle, would you do me the honor of eating lunch with me?”

Her brows furrowed. “Why?”

“Because I’m hungry and I like you.”

“You don’t even know me.”

Was she shaking? “Maybe I aim to rectify that. Bethany Joelle, I mean no harm. It’s just lunch.”

She huffed. “Fine.” She put on gloves and started beating the dough again. 

Ty grinned as he walked away. He wondered if she liked dogs. But that would mean lunch would need to be a picnic.
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Keep love in your heart.

A life without it is like a sunless garden 

when the flowers are dead.

Oscar Wilde

“See you tomorrow, Bethany Joelle.” Jack gave her a wink. “And enjoy your date with the handsome customer. And you said you weren’t good at customer service.” With a bark of laughter, he headed out the door.

Bethany finger-combed her hair. Why had she said yes? She didn’t date. There was no point. She went to the bathroom and changed her clothes, took a deep breath, and headed out of the store. Titus never even said where they would meet.

Maybe he’d be late, and she could get in her car and go home. After all the burden was on him, right? She didn’t want this. Except if she was honest with herself, she did. 

Her alter-ego was at risk the more Titus knew her as Bethany Joelle. “What a tangled web we weave…” 

Who even said that? It wasn’t Jesus although she doubted the good Lord approved of her masquerade. But didn’t everyone hide in some way or another? She stepped out and glanced around. 

Ty’s pick-up truck was coming, and a furry head peered out the window with his tongue hanging. 

She swallowed her sorrow. The dog had the better owner. What did she have to offer? A shell of a human. Except at some level, she had hoped the dog would rescue her rather than the other way around.

The truck stopped, Ty jumped out, came around, and opened the door. “Hi. How does a picnic sound? I thought Shazam would enjoy being outside for a little while.”

“This is your dog?” She climbed in and the dog moved over to give her space before sitting on her lap to give her kisses. “Why’d you name him that?”

“Yeah, he’s mine now. I hope you don’t mind. I never even thought to ask if you liked dogs. He came with that name from the shelter. I’m trying to think of a better one for him.”

“I like dogs.”

“Obviously, he likes you very much.”

Bethany hugged the dog close and fastened her seat belt.

“So…picnic, OK?”

“Sure.”

The car headed out into traffic.

“How was your day at work?”

“Busy. Never a dull moment.”

“What’s your favorite thing to bake?”

Bethany frowned. Did she have a favorite? “Donuts and bread.”

“Why?”

“Variety. So many people have their favorite and come in looking for that special kind of donut. Fresh. Every morning. I see them smile as they select it. I get to be part of a good moment in their day.” This had to stop. But how? “Don’t you work today?”

“I pulled some overtime last night being on-call for the tow-truck, so I took the hours as compensation time today.”

“So, you don’t work at all today?”

“I’ll head in after lunch for a few hours.”

“Then what?”

“Excuse me?”

“After work. Tow-truck again or something else?”

“I volunteer in The Garage ministry at church. Supervise and train as well as get to tinker on cars.”

“So, you work on cars all day and after work do the same?”

He shrugged. “I like working on cars.”

“Everything has a cause and effect. An easier puzzle to figure out?”

“Something like that. Not always easy, especially now with all the computer codes controlling things. Intermittent problems are the worst. But generally, if there’s a problem, I can find the answer. People aren’t that easy.”

“And you own a dog.”

“He’s easy to figure out. A bundle of unconditional love.”

The dog stayed on Bethany’s lap with his paws up on the door to peer out the window. She ran her hands down his soft short hair. “He’s a sweetheart.”

“He’s definitely taken to you faster than anyone I know so far. I’ve not had him a long time, though, only about a week. I adopted him. He’d been abused. A volunteer at the garage found him in the trunk of the car, bloody and duct-taped.”

“That’s terrible. I’m glad you found him before it was too late.”

“Well, I didn’t. It was the kid who heard the noises.”

“You couldn’t hear him?”

Titus shook his head. “The Garage is a noisy place and I have significant hearing loss in my right ear.”

“Good to know. I’ll only share my deepest darkest secrets when I’m to your right.”

“You’re mean.”

She grinned. Ty hadn’t heard the dog’s whines. She had wondered. “Why no hearing aid?”

“Didn’t seem necessary. I’ve adapted, and my hearing is perfectly normal on the left side. I wanted you to be aware so if you want to whisper sweet nothings in my ear, you’ll do it on the correct side.”

“They would truly be sweet ‘nothings’ if I did them on the right side,” Bethany quipped. “But you’re kind of jumping the gun here, aren’t you? We’re not dating. Not boyfriend and girlfriend.”

“I think of this as a date.”

“Oh.” Bethany stared out the window. Where were they going? Was she even safe with this man? He was friends with Pastor Dan at the church, but that didn’t guarantee he wouldn’t try anything inappropriate. Her heart raced at the possibilities as the dangers of the past hurled through her memory.

Gravel crunched.

“This park is a favorite of mine. There’s a pretty creek we can walk to, or we can stay closer to the parking lot and use the picnic table. I thought it would be nice for Shazam to be able to run a little.”

“Won’t he run away?”

“I don’t think so, but I’ve got a long leash for a tie out just to be safe. So where to?”

“Here is good.”

He parked the car and opened the door. 

A blast of warm air hit her. The dog abandoned her to jump out on his side. Titus scooped him up and came around to open her door. “Come, lunch awaits.” He connected the dog to the wire, attaching the other end to the picnic table. 

Shazam sniffed through the grass, with plenty of freedom despite the leash. The dog came back and settled down under the shade of the table.

Ty grabbed a basket and cooler and took them over the to the picnic table. “Come on Bethany Joelle. I don’t bite, and I promise I haven’t poisoned the food.”

A faint smile tugged, and she sat at the table. 

He unpacked, set everything out and handed her a glass filled with ice-cold lemonade. 

She took a sip. “Mmmmm.”

“Hits the spot?”

“Yeah. It’s warm today. I’m glad this is under the maple tree.”

“Strategically placed for that very reason.” Titus reached across the table. “I’ll pray. Can I hold your hand?”

“Why?”

“It’s a connection.”

She reached out and let his fingers wrap around hers. Connection? More like comfort. And something else she couldn’t identify. That bugged her, not understanding what these feelings were.

Titus bent his head. “Jesus, thank You for this beautiful day, this food, and the company of the lovely lady here with me. Let our conversation give You honor and the food strengthen us to do the work You’ve called us to do. Amen.”

“Amen,” she whispered. 

He released her hand.

She pulled it back, emotions drifting like an anchorless ship in choppy seas.

Potato salad, coleslaw, chopped melons, large strawberries, and blueberries accompanied a box of fried chicken. 

She spooned up a little of each. Silence hung as they ate, but the awareness of his perusal agitated her. Her appetite fled. She set her fork down, took a sip of her lemonade, and finally met his eyes, coffee-brown with caramel stirred in. Decadence and danger. She was sure he would never hurt her. But still, being here in this park, relying on him for a ride back…stripped her of her usual escape plans.

“You seemed upset when you rushed out of Dan and Skye’s home.”

“So?”

“What happened? Care to share?”

“Not really.”

“There’s a price to be paid in vulnerability, isn’t there? And I haven’t earned the right yet.”

“The price is too high for anyone to pay.”

“Cryptic. I’m not a bad guy. Most people like me.”

“I’m sure they do. I’ve no complaints about the company.”

“So, what? I’m getting too personal? OK. Let’s try something more innocuous. What’s your favorite color?” Ty asked.

“Green.”

“Why?” He set his fork down and leaned forward, elbows on the table, joined fists holding up his chin.

“I look good in green. It’s the color of growing things.”

“Does that make you a growing thing?”

“It’s an illusion. I might wear it but that doesn’t mean it represents my soul.”

“Shouldn’t it? Don’t we all have areas we need to grow in?”

“Maybe. What’s your favorite color?” Bethany Joelle asked.

“Turquoise. A mix of blue and green but not teal.”

“That’s pretty specific.”

“Yeah, but it’s what I like.”

“Why?”

“Touché. I imagine tropical waters. Calm. Relaxing. Warmth without this humidity.”

“Fair enough.”

“Are you done? I don’t want to pack things up if you are still hungry.”

“I’m fine. Thank you. This was a lovely meal.”

“Probably not an impressive first date. Broad daylight, public park, and nothing in here I made myself.”

“Why would that matter?”

“I don’t know.” He put the food away and gathered the trash in another bag. 

Shazam hopped up on his rear legs to check if there was anything for him. 

“Sorry boy, no table scraps for you.” Ty pulled out a bowl, filled it with water, and set it down for the dog, who eagerly lapped it up.

“I can tell Shazam has a good home.”

“I hope so. It’ll take a while before he starts showing his real personality. They said the trauma and abandonment can make him leery. He’s on his best behavior because he’s afraid I’ll punish him or abandon him too. I need to show him that I won’t but that takes time.”

“Interesting.”

“Yeah, almost as if he’s human too, right? I just hope he realizes I would never hurt him.”

“He knows,” Bethany Joelle said.

~*~

Bethany walked a leashed Shazam down the path to the river. 

Ty stashed the picnic supplies in his truck and took off after them. 

She came to a clearing and stood by the riverbank. 

Shazam found a rock to pee on.

Ty stood by her side, and the dog came to sit down between them.

“It’s peaceful here. Listen.”

He tilted his head and closed his eyes.

“They call it a babbling brook. Like a baby learning to talk. The words are unintelligible but there’s a meaning there anyway. Makes me wonder what God is trying to say.”

“All creation cries out?” Titus asked.

“Yeah. I guess.”

“So are you getting the message?” he asked, but the quiet was disturbed by the ringing of his cell phone. Titus pulled it out to look at the screen. “Hold that thought.” He stepped away. “What is it, Frank? A pile-up? I’ll get there as soon as I can, but I need to drop someone off before I can get the truck.” He listened. “Fine. I’ll be in soon. They probably won’t be ready for the vehicles to be towed until they’ve thoroughly investigated and mapped out the accident anyway.” Ty hung up.

“Work?”

“Yeah. Sorry.”

“No. It’s fine. You told me you needed to work after lunch and we at least got to eat, right?”

He sighed. “I guess so. Come on, Shazam, we need to get you home after we drop off Bethany.”

They headed back down the path.

Ty wondered what he’d missed by taking that call. Would Bethany have shared something personal? Would she have lowered her wall just a smidge, so he could see who she really was? He’d need to be patient. 

The ride back was quiet. He dropped her off at her car, but she leapt out before he could leave his seat. 

“Ty. Thank you. It was…nice. Stay safe, OK?” She shut the door, gave him a little wave, and a half smile as she unlocked her own car.

Once she was in and the car had started, he took off. 

Shazam had his paws up on the window. He whimpered. 

“Miss her?” 

The dog plopped down, came across the bench seat, collapsed, and placed his head on Ty’s lap.

“Me too, buddy.”

~*~

The pileup was a huge mess. Everyone wanted their car taken somewhere else. Titus took one car all the way to Fond du Lac. His day was done, but it was late. He was glad Paul was at the garage, but he wondered if B.J. showed up this afternoon. He still needed to connect with the kid.

He showered and collapsed in his favorite chair. His on-call shift started in a few hours. He really needed to get some sleep. He dragged himself up and took Shazam for a long walk. Once home he fell into bed with the dog snuggled up next to him. He dreamed of babbling brooks speaking words he couldn’t understand.
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There is no such thing as low maintenance

or high maintenance, just a bunch of women 

hoping for a capable mechanic.

Liz Vassey

Titus had his head under a hood replacing spark plugs on Wednesday night. 

Shazam barked. It was a rare sound from the dog as he continued to recover from his injuries and abuse. 

B.J. come in wearing his standard uniform. Long sleeved work shirt, even in this heat, along with baggy jeans and boots. A baseball hat covered his head. The kid came over and squatted down to pet the eager dog, who licked his face.

“You’re only the second person I’ve ever seen Shazam that excited about.”

“Shazam? Does he have superpowers?”

“Shelter named him. I’m trying to think of another name for him.” 

The dog settled down at B.J.’s feet to enjoy getting his belly rubbed, one of the few places there were not obvious injuries.

“How about a car name since that’s your livelihood?”

“Like what?”

B.J. stood up and stared down at the dog relaxing on the cool cement floor. “He doesn’t look like a Miata, Vette, Porche, Mustang…” the dog continued to relax, watching the boy. “What about Cooper?”

The dog sat up and barked. His tail wagged as he tried to jump up on B.J.

Titus laughed. “Well, guess I own a Mini-Cooper, don’t I?”

“Technically a Cooper. Mini is the company that makes it.”

“True, but owned by BMW. Fine. Just Cooper. Besides, I suspect his personality will emerge as anything but mini in spite of his ten pounds.”

“He’s skin and bones. I suspect you’ll get another pound on him once he’s been well-fed for a while and heals up.”

“That’s the goal the vet said to shoot for. He hasn’t eaten much yet.”

B.J. was back down on the floor petting the dog. “Give him time. He’s been through a rough patch and he’s still learning to trust that you’ll not hurt him.”

Titus watched the boy and the dog, almost jealous at the way the pooch so enthusiastically wanted his attention. The dog was partial to Bethany Joelle too. Not that he wasn’t affectionate to Ty, but not with the same degree of enthusiasm.

“Something wrong?” The boy looked up to him.

“Nah. Nothing. Probably should get back to work.”

“Yeah. Sorry, Cooper. Your owner is a cruel slave driver and I must go.”

Ty grinned and took the dog to the office. 

Cooper jumped up on a table by the window into the garage and settled down there to watch. He hadn’t done that before now.

Titus wouldn’t tell him to get down. “B.J. can you tackle that mini-van over there? Needs new tires and balancing.”

The boy glanced over to the vehicle. “Sure, boss. I’m on it.”

“Call if you need help.”

“Only if a lug nut is too tight for me to unscrew.”

“Been there.” Ty patted the boy on the shoulder. The night passed quietly and as Ty locked up he realized he hadn’t spoken to B.J. anymore. The kid loved the dog so maybe that would be his “in” with him for discussions. Might be worth a try, anyway.

~*~

The week flew by and Bethany managed to avoid conversations with Titus at the garage. Now she had another Sunday at church to navigate. She walked in and sat on the opposite side in the back. Was she a coward to be avoiding Skye? 

Skye found her anyway. “Hey.”

“Hi. Are you stalking me?” Bethany asked.

“No. I’ve been watching for you. I felt bad that my questions caused you to leave my home in tears.”

Bethany didn’t know how to respond. With gratitude, she stood to join in the worship.

Pastor Andrew preached on the importance of community and the team model of ministry.

She almost wished she’d gone to work instead. The closest she’d ever been to a real family outside of blood relationships, was with her job at the bakery. But there it was all about the task. Bethany never shared anything personal if she could help it.

Skye blocked her from exiting when the service ended. “Can I convince you to come over and actually stay to eat? I’ll try to rein in my tongue and won’t ask uncomfortable questions.”

Collapsing back into her seat, Bethany’s entire body grew cold. Her heart pounded. A hand rested gently on her arm.

“I’m so sorry. Obviously, that’s a no.”

“Wait,” Bethany whispered. “It’s really not you. I don’t know how to do this.”

“Do what?”

“Community. Friendship. Family.” She looked over at Skye’s frowning face. “I think you’re nice. I…I’m afraid.”

“Can I pray for you? Right now?”

“I guess,” Bethany whispered.

Skye wrapped her hands around Bethany’s. “Lord, Bethany Joelle is Your child and You love her dearly. Your word says You do not give us a spirit of fear. I pray Your Holy Spirit will fill her with Your peace that surpasses understanding. Help her to understand how deep, far, and wide Your love is. Help her to understand that You divinely created her and desire her heart. She is Your precious child. Amen.”

Tears streamed down Bethany’s face. “Thank you,” she whispered. 

Skye reached to pull her close for a hug. “Anytime. I’ve been where you are, alone and wondering if God could really love me if He knew the real me. I discovered He does and I don’t have to fear the hard questions. Lunch another time, perhaps?” Skye stood up to leave.

“No. I’ll come today if you’ll have me.”

“Do you mind if Titus Rickmeyer comes? The kids invited him.”

Heat flooded Bethany’s cheeks making her grateful for the dimmer lighting in the auditorium. “I’m acquainted with Ty. That’s fine.”

“I wanted to make sure you understood it wasn’t a set-up.” Skye grinned.

“OK.”

“Do you need to follow me, or can you find your way?”

“I remember where you live. I can find my way.”

“Great. We’ll see you in a little bit.”

Bethany Joelle nodded. She dug for a tissue in her purse and wiped away the remaining tears, grateful she never wore makeup, which had a tendency to run. Makeup also attracted unwanted attention she didn’t need. She walked into the brighter lights of the café.

Titus was with two little kids who were hanging from his arms. A grin on his bearded face and a twinkle in his eye indicated his enjoyment of their antics. 

Skye was prying them away. 

They let go and went off with their mother.

Titus did as well with the kids as he did with his kindness to B.J. and Cooper. The guy was a big softy underneath the muscles and dirty fingernails. 

Sorrow stabbed her. Why can’t someone ever love me like that?

Just because you don’t remember, doesn’t mean you weren’t ever loved or that you won’t be again.

She looked around. Obviously, she was losing her mind. She turned to leave.

“Bethany!” Titus called and wove through the crowds.

“Hey.”

“I heard you’re coming for lunch at the Winks’s home.” He peered at her. “Are you OK?”

“I’m fine.”

“You don’t lie very well.” He folded his arms and someone from behind bumped into her, shoving her into his body. His arms moved, and he grabbed for her, keeping them both from toppling over.

“It’s nothing.”

“Another lie. ‘Nothing’ doesn’t make you cry.” He released her.

Shakiness at the loss of his physical touch and support unnerved her. “I’ll be OK. Just something in the message. Skye and I talked.”

He leaned down, staring in her eyes. After a few moments of intense scrutiny, he grinned. “OK. I believe you this time.”

A partial grin. “Thanks. I’ll see you there. Is your dog coming?”

“He was invited. His new name is Cooper. He loves running and playing with the kids and they have a fenced in backyard which helps.”

“I’ll look forward to seeing him again.”

“Oh, so you like my dog better than me?”

Bethany Joelle bit her lower lip. “You’re OK.”

His hand went to cover his heart as he stumbled back a step. “You wound me.” With a wink, he turned to walk away. “See ya there.”

She gave a half-hearted wave he never saw. “Yeah. See ya.” She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and dug her keys out of her pocket.

~*~

Titus grinned as he drove home to pick up Cooper. Bethany Joelle didn’t want to admit it, but he was certain she liked him. Her eyes grew wide when he held her close, and her pulse sped up. She wasn’t like the other girls. No flirting. No makeup. She covered herself up in a way that went beyond modesty. Who wore long sleeved shirts in summer? Sure, the church could be chilly, but she wore a long-sleeved shirt to their picnic too. She didn’t even know they would be outside, so he didn’t think it was to protect her fair skin from the sun.

Cooper ran circles as he entered the house. Ty scooped the dog up and scratched behind his ears. His wounds were mostly healed now, and the stitches had been removed. He still appeared odd with the newly growing hair failing to cover the shaved spots. Cooper’s deep brown eyes and lolling tongue indicated happiness that was infectious. “Let’s grab your leash boy, Quinn and Meghan will be thrilled to see you and Bethany Joelle will also be there.”

That earned him a lick on the cheek. Titus set the dog down, hooked up the leash, and took him out to do his business before they got in the truck. He lifted the small dog up into the cab. If Ty had a tail that could wag like Cooper’s, it would have.

Arriving at the house, he was disappointed that Bethany hadn’t arrived yet. He hoped she wasn’t backing out. He didn’t have much time to think about it as the dog strained at his leash to reach the kids waiting on the porch.

“Take him out back, kids,” Skye called to them.

“Are you talking about me or the dog?” Ty asked as he followed them into the house.

Skye’s head peeked from the kitchen. “Both of you. You want to wind them up, do it now before lunch and their naps, or else.”

“Or else?”

“You won’t get dessert.”

Ty stumbled back a step. “You know how to hit a man where it hurts.”

Skye laughed. “Go. The kids have been waiting for you.”

“Bethany?”

“She’s coming. I’ll send her out when she gets here. I’ll bring some fresh lemonade too.”

“Now you’re talking.” Ty slipped out the screen door to the back deck and joined the kids running around with Cooper. Their laughter filled the yard.

“He looks happy.”

Bethany Joelle’s soft voice surprised him, as he hadn’t heard her slip out. He must have zoned watching the kids and dog.

“Yeah, he is. If B.J. hadn’t heard him and rescued him…”

“But he did. And now the dog is a blessing.” She sat down in a white wicker chair and poured two glasses of lemonade. She handed one to him. “I heard you were thirsty.”

He took the glass. “Thanks. I am.” He took a seat adjacent to hers where he could watch her and the kids with Cooper.

She sipped her glass. She had changed into capris and sandals but still wore a long-sleeved shirt. Lighter weave to be sure but still... He saw the tank top peeking out from underneath where she hadn’t buttoned it up all the way. Her hair was down in the back but pulled up at the sides. Au natural. She was beautiful, but he doubted she realized it.

Cooper stopped his romping, stared at them, bolted to Bethany, and leapt into her lap slathering her face with sloppy kisses. 

She giggled. “Coop, come on, settle down.” She kissed his head and scratched behind his ears. “How do you even remember me?” The dog collapsed into her lap soaking up the petting as the kids came up the steps.

“Come on, Cooper. Play with us,” Quinn pleaded.

“Yeah, what gives?” Meghan folded her arms and frowned.

“It’s OK, Cooper. You can go play.” Bethany took her hands off the dog, but he refused to budge.

“Ty,” Quinn whined. “You promised.”

“I can’t make the dog play if he doesn’t want to. Maybe you wore him out already. He’s still recovering from a pretty rough time.”

The kids looked at each other and grinned. They came to Titus, each grabbed a hand, and pulled him from his chair. “Then you play with us!”

“Tag! You’re it!” Quinn yelled as both children ran away. 

Bethany laughed at him. 

He took off at a run and alternately caught the kids, tickled, and tagged them.

Cooper remained in Bethany’s lap as Titus played. The dog would occasionally lift his head to watch the action. 

Titus tried calling for the dog to join him several times but without success.

Was it possible to be jealous of a dog? Not that he wanted Bethany petting him or to snuggle in her lap… Titus shut down that line of thinking quick. He collapsed on the stairs as the kids ran to play in the sandbox.

“Wore you out?” Bethany asked.

“Yeah. The goal was to wear them out. I don’t think I ever succeed.”

Bethany chuckled, and Cooper gave her a kiss.

“I’ve never seen him connect with one person so much.”

“He’s a sweetheart. I don’t mind at all. I never had a pet growing up.”

Hmm. Personal information. A rarity from this woman. “Did you want one?”

“Sure, what kid doesn’t?”

Skye emerged from inside. “How about we eat out here today? It’s warm, but in the shade, it doesn’t feel too bad.”

“Sounds good. Can I help you with anything?” Bethany asked.

“Looks like you have your hands full. Titus can assist.”

“At your service.” Ty jumped to his feet and went back inside to help Skye bring out the paper plates, silverware, cups, and food. By the time everything was there, Dan arrived home from church and the kids joined them at the table for a meal of fajitas and tacos.

“What, no bratwurst today?” Titus asked.

“Can’t eat them all the time. Or so my wife reminds me.” Dan quipped as he winked at Skye. “She knows how much harder I have to work out at the gym if I eat too many.”

“Wise woman,” Ty said.

“Hard-won wisdom,” Skye added. “He put on five pounds the first month we were married as I was indulging his favorites too much. We came to a mutual agreement. If he gains more than five pounds again, he has to endure a month of Zumba with me as the teacher.”

Bethany laughed. “You do Zumba?”

Dan grinned. “Yes. I do. I confess I enjoy it, and not just because the cutest woman at the YMCA teaches it.”

“So, what happens if Skye gains five pounds?” Bethany asked.

“No comment,” Dan said.

“Now that’s wisdom, I think,” quipped Titus.

The rest of lunch was filled with lighthearted banter. Nothing serious was brought up. He still had no idea what had happened, but Skye did, and given how she watched Bethany, he suspected she was being extra careful with her guest. 

The kids ran off to play after they’d finished eating.

Dan turned to him. “So, any news on that young man you were concerned about?”

“No progress yet. He’s skittish and I’m not sure how to help him. Cooper seems to really like him.”

“What is this about?” Bethany asked.

Titus shrugged. “I serve in The Garage ministry and there’s a young volunteer who is kind of a loner. Remember me asking about B.J. from work? I’m trying to reach him. He works a full-time job though, with weird hours like yours, and so can’t always make it. I haven’t seen him in church either.”

“I was thinking about that. Is it possible to take him out with you on your tow jobs? Perhaps train him? If he’s as good a mechanic as you say, you could help him develop more skills that might gain him a better job with more reasonable hours,” Dan suggested.

“I hadn’t thought of that. I’ll ask my boss. On-the-job training is best with that kind of work and the kid has a good mechanical understanding. He’d probably do well. I’ll have to check it out.”

“What if he doesn’t want a change?” Bethany asked.

“Most of the time people are afraid of change because they don’t know what it will mean for them. Having a chance to try it out would give him an opportunity to perhaps see if it’s something he’d be interested in,” Titus answered.

“Hmmm. Interesting. Skye, thank you for such a wonderful meal. I need to go. I promised my landlady I would mow the lawn. I need to get it done before the predicted thunderstorm hits.”

“Oh, well, thank you for coming. I hope we can do this again.” Skye rose with Bethany and they walked back into the house, the conversation fading away.

“You like her,” Dan observed.

“Yeah, but heaven knows why. She’s closed tighter than a pickle jar.” Titus went to get Cooper standing by the glass door whimpering in the wake of Bethany’s departure.

“Those are usually the best ones,” Dan chuckled. “You need a puzzle. Do you think she really needed to go mow?”

“Yeah, I suspect so. To be honest, it’s a job I need to do as well. The recent rain and this humidity caused our lawn to grow way too fast.”

“I did mine yesterday. I’d rather mow than shovel snow.”

“Me, too.” Titus chuckled. “Thanks for the tip about the kid. I’ll see what we can do. Thanks for dinner.” He waved to Quinn and Meghan. “I’m leaving. Thanks, scamps, for wearing me out and playing with Cooper.”

Both kids came running to Titus and grabbed a leg. 

“You can’t go!” Quinn pleaded.

“Kids,” Dan said. They let go instantly.

“Thanks for coming and playing with us, Ty,” Meghan volunteered.

“Can we go play, Dad?” Quinn asked Dan.

“For a little while, but then you will nap. And no sand in your sister’s hair, please.” Dan rose to stack empty plates.

“OK!” The kids ran off.

“Need help?” Titus asked.

“Nah. Get home to finish your chores. Sounds as though you might have a busy week ahead.”

“Yeah, and messy if the weather forecast holds true.”

“Take care.”

“Thank Skye for lunch for me.”

“I will, but you’ll miss dessert,” Dan quipped.

“Tempting, but I’ll pass.” Titus patted his stomach. “I don’t get to the gym as often as you.”

“Helps that my wife works there. More motivation to keep up the hard work.” Dan winked.

Ty chuckled. “Come on, Cooper. Let’s head home.” He exited by the gate to the driveway with his dog, his mind on Bethany Joelle.
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Although I know it’s unfair, 

I reveal myself one mask at a time.

Stephen Dunn

July 2014

Bethany stepped out of the grocery store, weariness weighing her down as the rain pelted. She ran to her car but was soaked by the time she got there. She drove home, tempted to go to bed and skip The Garage.

Yesterday when Ty had mentioned “the kid” he’d spoken about her. 

She was equally intrigued and terrified of going out with a wrecker to tow a car. A different job? That was absurd. Wasn’t it? She changed into her garage attire, braided her hair, and shoved it under the ball cap.

The rain continued, and the sky was dark even though it was mid-day. 

She fought hydroplaning but soon arrived at the garage. Titus might recognize her car, but too late now. He might not even notice. She could only hope. She got out, rushed into the garage, and took note of the project board.

“Hey B.J.,” Ty called out. “Glad you could make it. Listen, it’s crappy weather out there but a single mom ended up in an accident and asked us to tow and repair her car. We can’t do the body work, but we can help arrange for some of it. Would you be willing to come? It’s better in this kind of weather to have two people doing the job. When we’re back we’ll call it a night. I doubt the power will stay on for us to do our work anyway.”

Even though she knew this was coming, it terrified her. Storms unnerved her. But there was no better time to face her fears. “OK. Sounds like a plan. Tell me what to do.”

“First, let’s get in the tow truck and head out. We’ll take it from there.”

“OK.” She followed Titus to the old tow truck parked in the back. It was not the one he normally ran for work, but an older model donated to the ministry. Ty kept it clean and in good repair.

B.J. hopped into the passenger side and buckled up.

“Looks to be a nasty one,” Titus commented.

“Yeah.”

“Not fond of storms?”

“Is anyone?” B.J. shivered.

“Ever been in a tornado?”

“Came close. Not something I’d want to relive.”

“How close?” Titus asked.

“I’d rather not talk about it.” B.J. could barely see out the window.

“We’re almost there. Thankfully it’s on the side of the road and not in a flooded ditch.”

“Small mercies, huh?”

Ty laughed. “We’ll be muddy enough by the time we’re done.”

“No doubt,” B.J. responded. 

They pulled in front of the car. The front end of the vehicle was low, smashed in and the front tires were flat. 

“What happened?”

“Not sure. Police took her home. That’ll be between her, the police, and her insurance company.”

They headed to the back of the truck, Titus on the traffic side and Bethany slipping and sliding on the grass covered embankment. 

A State Patrol officer was further away to warn oncoming vehicles. 

Ty bent over to see what he needed. He stood and grabbed the hook attached to the boom winch. He bent down but was up in a flash.

“B.J. let’s switch places. You get in between the two cars and I’ll talk you through it. No need to waste this opportunity to learn just because of the weather.” He stepped off to the side of the truck onto the grass.

B.J. came in between the truck and van. 

Titus bent from the side. “Now we need to find a good place to hook onto the frame.” 

She got the hook in where he pointed and started to raise the car with the hoist. 

He came closer between the vehicles.

A squeal came from the road. 

“Ty!” B.J. yelled above the rain. She shoved him to the grass while trying to get out of the way.

“Hey!” Titus yelled as he fell into the mud, sliding partway down the embankment. He flailed, came to a stop, and glanced up at B.J. with anger vibrating every nerve.

~*~

The partially hoisted car slammed the kid in the torso, shoving him into the back of the wrecker. The boy crumpled to the ground, landing behind the rear wheel of the tow truck. 

Titus scrambled up the embankment, his anger forgotten. The kid must have heard the vehicle Ty hadn’t even seen. He dragged the kid to the grass and knelt down beside him. B.J. had a pulse. 

The young man left his car and staggered over to the side of the road. 

The trooper joined them. “I called 911. You OK?” 

“I’m fine.” Titus said.

The kid nodded. “Him?”

“I don’t know. B.J. come on. Wake up.” Blood seeped from the boy’s head, so he gingerly worked the baseball cap off and tossed it aside. “I’ll buy you another one.”

Long hair collected up under the cap now fell out of its braid. 

“What the heck?” He glanced further down at the now drenched clothing on the young man. The chest was not the flat chest of a boy but possessed the distinct curves of a…woman.

The ambulance arrived.

Titus gave as much information as he knew, flabbergasted that he’d never recognized the “boy” as Bethany Joelle. 

A paramedic reached into pockets and withdrew a driver’s license.

“Bethany Joelle Hanson, right?” Ty asked.

The paramedic nodded. 

B.J. was taken away in the ambulance.

Ty finished securing the car and hauled it back to the shop, parking it in the back until an insurance adjuster could inspect it. The police had the information from the other driver and would contact the owner of the minivan.

He drove home and changed quickly. Cooper wouldn’t go out in the rain and Titus only hoped the dog’s bladder would outlast the storm. Ty left and headed to Community Memorial Hospital where they’d transported B.J.—Bethany Joelle.

Huh. She sure snowed him.

He fought against anger at her deception. The girl saved his life. If he’d been out there alone as he usually was, he’d never have heard that car coming. Bethany without hesitation acted to save him. Admiration. How many months had she been working for him and no one in the shop had a clue? But why the disguise?

Duh. A cute girl fixing cars would have been a target for flirtation and a distraction. She’d have been uncomfortable or discounted because of her gender. Unfair, but that had to be the reason. It saddened him to realize that her disguise was in everyone’s best interest. But it couldn’t continue. Which probably meant he’d lost one of his most regular volunteers.

Now he understood why Cooper gravitated to both B.J. and Bethany Joelle. She was the one who saved the dog’s life.

Titus dialed his phone and called the church. “Dan Wink, please.”

Dan answered, “Hello. This is Dan.”

“Dan. Titus. I have some troubling news about that young man I told you about.”

“B.J.?”

“Yeah. We had an accident today in the storm while hooking up a car to tow. ‘B.J.’ heard the danger I didn’t hear, pushed me to safety, and was injured as a result. I’m at the emergency room now awaiting word.”

“Wow. Anything I can do?”

“Pray. But here’s the thing. B.J. the kid who works in The Garage is also Bethany Joelle.”

“Whoa. Bethany’s been working for you all these months? And you never noticed her?”

“She dressed as a boy and always hid her hair under a baseball cap.”

“Funny how even as a boy she intrigued you.”

“Dan…”

“Just kidding, Ty. I realize it wasn’t a sexual attraction. But obviously, something in her connected with you even then, without the lovely hair.”

“I’m such an idiot to have missed it.”

“Nah. You saw what you expected to. What she wanted you to see. Nothing more. So now what?”

“I don’t know. Too many things going through my mind. She saved Cooper. She saved my life. But can I let her keep working at The Garage as a woman?”

“Do you really need to answer that question now?”

“No. I guess not.”

“Call me when you find out how she is. Take a few deep breaths, Titus. This isn’t your fault. And maybe it’s a good thing for both of you. I suspect that keeping her identity hidden has been part of the wall you’ve felt from her.”

“How did you…?”

“Been there, buddy.”

“Yeah, thanks, Dan.”

“Later.”

Titus shoved his phone back into his pocket. He stared at the weather forecast playing on a television in the corner. At least the rain would stop soon. He didn’t need to figure it all out. Not now. 

Bethany was the most important thing.

A nurse soon came to take him back to the curtained space where Bethany rested. Her eyes were open. “Hey, Ty. You OK?”

“Me? You saved me. How are you?”

“Apparently, I have a concussion and a few bruised ribs. I’ll be in pain for some time. They said they can release me if you can find some dry clothes for me to wear.” Bethany’s hospital gown exposed the ugly scarring on her arms. Her lips pursed as she realized what he looked at. “If I give you my address, would you go? My landlady will select some clothes for me.”

“Sure.” He wrote the address down and then went to talk to the nurse. “Is she OK waiting here while I go get her dry clothes?”

“We’d prefer to observe her for a little longer. Take your time and drive safe.” The nurse walked away.

Titus headed out into the storm and drove to the country address Bethany gave him. The large yard was freshly mowed, and a pond was developing in one corner of the lot. He parked close to the door, ran up to the shelter of the overhang, and knocked. 

“Yes? Can I help you, young man?” An older woman peeked out the door.

“Hi. Adele? I’m Titus Rickmeyer, a friend of Bethany Joelle’s. She was injured in an accident. Her clothes were muddy and wet. I need some fresh ones for her to wear home.”

“Oh! She’s spoken of you. Come in. I’ll run up to her apartment and gather some things. How badly is she injured?”

“Concussion and some bruised ribs.”

“Oh, she probably can’t work for a while.”

“I suppose so.”

“Hmmm. Wait here. There’s a fresh pot of coffee and the mugs are to the right. Help yourself to some. Sit down. I won’t be long.” Adele left the room.

In spite of the humidity with the rain, he was chilled from his own drenching. He’d barely started sipping when Adele returned with a plastic bag filled with clothing. “Adele, is there any family I should contact?”

“Bethany Joelle is an orphan. I’m proud of the young woman she’s grown up to be in spite of her childhood.”

“She’s talked to you about it?”

“Not in so many words. I’ve learned to listen to what she doesn’t say. For instance, I would bet you’re the one who adopted that dog she had her heart set on.”

“How’d you know that?”

“I might be older than you but I’m not stupid. Near broke her heart. She wouldn’t even think of selecting a different dog. I think she and that dog of yours have more in common than she would willingly admit to.”

Titus sighed. “I’ll try to bring her home soon.”

“Thank you, young man. And give it time.”

“Give what time?”

“Love. It’s worth waiting for.” She gave him a wink and a wave.

He frowned and headed out to his car.

~*~

Bethany ached all over. Well, she’d gone and done it now. Exposed her secret. And for what? A chance to pretend she was able to do the work and was as good as the men? Foolish. Harsher words than that flooded her mind.

Clumsy. Oaf. You can’t do anything right.

He’d noticed her scars. She hadn’t missed the deep gulp he’d made.

No one will ever love you. Worthless piece of—

“Hey, I’m back.”

Relief flooded her at the sight of him, grateful for the end of the litany of slurs from her past that ceased for now.

He handed her the package. 

“Thanks.” She peeked inside. “Good. She found my sweats. I don’t think I could handle putting on a pair of jeans right now. All I want is a nap.”

“Will Adele be able to watch over you?”

“She’ll love it. I’m the one who’ll have a hard time.” Bethany struggled to sit up.

Titus reached forward to help. 

“Thanks. It’s OK, Ty. Can you leave so I can change?”

“OK.” He gave her hand a squeeze. Sorrow etched his eyes. He departed.

She struggled off the bed, dressed, and was dismayed that Adele packed one of her rare, short-sleeved shirts. Oh, well, he’d already seen her arms. At least he hadn’t run away screaming.

The nurse came in, took some vitals, and gave her a prescription and directions. She wouldn’t be working the rest of the week and would need to follow up with her doctor.

Great. Now she needed to find a doctor. A noble profession, but one she tended to avoid whenever possible. She couldn’t afford it. This emergency room visit would set her back. Her insurance from work didn’t cover much. If only she hadn’t been unconscious. She’d have had Titus take her to her car, driven home, and recuperated in peace without all this fuss. She grabbed her filthy clothes and shoved them in the bag, washed her hands, and limped out to find Ty.

“Hey, you OK? I brought the truck up under the canopy, so you don’t need to walk so far.”

“Thanks. I’ll be fine eventually.”

Titus helped her up into the truck and pulled the belt out, so she wouldn’t have to reach. He closed the door and ran around to the other side. Hopping in, he took off.

“Look. A double-rainbow.”

Ty peered through the window. “Cool.”

“God promised to never destroy the earth again after the flood. So why do I feel as if He destroyed me?”

“You’re alive.”

“Yeah, but I’m not stupid. How long do you think the bakery will keep my job open? And The Garage ministry. That’s over, too.”

“I don’t know about either of those things. I pray your employer will be understanding. As for the ministry? I’m not sure what will happen. We’ve never really discussed it being a male-only thing but if you are there, we want it to be safe for you.”

“I’m not a flirt.”

“I realize that. But a woman who knows her way around a car? Lady, that’s hot.” He winked at her with a silly grin on his face.

“You can’t be serious.”

“I’m partially joking. It’s a rare thing for a mechanic to find a woman who not only appreciates what he does but actually understands it. I’m sure that’s the same for any job, why office romances happen. I need to talk it over more with Pastor Dan. I would like you to be able to continue to serve there if we can make it happen and that’s what you desire.”

Bethany leaned back against the headrest. “My head is pounding. I really can’t even think about it right now.”

“It’s OK.”

His hand clasped hers, squeezed, and warmth infused her. She blinked back the tears. “You’re not angry?” she asked.

“About the deception?” Ty’s hand moved back to the steering wheel.

“Yeah.”

“I was at first. Maybe still am, a little. Doug was in charge when you started. You wanted to be safe, I suspect?”

“Yeah.”

“So, I can understand why you did it. I struggle with you not telling me when I took you out on a date.”

“I didn’t know how. It raises more questions I didn’t want to answer.”

“Well, the questions will wait till you’re feeling better. But thank you for saving me.”

“You’re welcome. I didn’t really take the time to think. I just acted.”

“I never heard the car coming. If I’d been hit, ducked down as I was…”

“I know,” she replied.

They arrived at her home and Titus helped her to the house, handing the bag of wet clothes to Adele.

“Thank you, Titus,” the older woman said. “I’ll take care of these and our girl.” Adele turned to Bethany. “Upstairs, or do you want the couch, so you can watch television?”

“I’m not allowed to watch television right now. No computer either. I’ll head up to my bed.”

“I’ll check on you in a little bit and bring you some soup.”

“Thanks, Adele. And thank you, Titus. At some point, I’ll want my car.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Ty said.

“Yeah, I suppose so.” She walked up the stairs to her apartment, kicked off her shoes, and collapsed on the bed. Everything hurt, including her heart, but maybe if she slept she could forget.

The back door closed. 

A truck started and crunched the gravel on the way down the driveway. 

Titus was gone. 

She doubted he’d be back.
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Having tasted stolen honey,

You can’t buy innocence for money.

Felix Holt

It had been days since she’d seen or heard from Titus. Long, hot, boring days. Bethany sat in the shade on the back porch as Adele worked in the garden. 

The brilliant colors of the flowers around the house and yard gave a cheerful appearance to the property. Pink and white impatiens in the shade, along with deeper pink and purple primroses danced in the breeze. Marigolds in various shades of red, orange, and yellow around the flowerbed helped keep out the rabbits. A butterfly garden with a small trellis and bench sat in the shade of the large red maple tree. Right now, it was too sunny there so she opted for the porch.

Sleep came easily but she never stayed there for long. Nightmares plagued her of the accident. Fear she hadn’t even been aware of in that moment, dragged out in slow motion as her mind replayed the car losing control, the force it took to get Titus out of the way and watching him fall, her horror that she’d even shoved him like that, the crunch of metal and the impact she belatedly tried to avoid.

Over and over again.

She needed to get back out there with a tow truck or that fear would be with her forever. She understood from experience that some memories couldn’t be overcome like that, but this one, maybe. She needed to be with Titus to do it. Would he even be willing?

The crunch of gravel on the driveway grabbed her attention. Ty’s truck.

He parked and got out looking as good as ever in his short-sleeved work shirt, jeans, and boots. 

A small bundle of white flashed past him, up the steps and into her lap. Cooper slathered her with kisses as she struggled to contain the dog. Every move hurt.

“Cooper!” Titus called. “Settle down.” He came up the steps and sat. 

The dog slumped down in Bethany’s lap but his tail wagged. 

“Thought you might want some company.”

“Thanks.”

“I brought this.” He handed a bag to her.

She peeked inside and pulled out the brand-new baseball cap. “Wow. Thanks. You didn’t need to do that.”

“Well, I took yours off. It was bloody and mud-stained. You need this for when you return to the garage.”

Bethany’s gaze shot up to meet his dreamy eyes. “Really? I can come back?”

“I think for now B.J. can work there as he did before until we figure something out.”

“Thank you.”

“Why is it so important to you? Most women would tinker on things at home or their own cars and not even try to do what you did.”

“It brings back happy memories. I don’t have many of them, so I cherish those. Being in a garage, working on cars, is a happy place.”

“There’s more to the story.” Titus stared at her.

Bethany took a deep breath and grimaced at the pain it caused. “Perhaps.”

“I should let you rest. When do you see the doctor?”

“Not going.”

“Why?” He was frowning now.

“I’ll be fine. I just need my car.”

“I don’t want to return it until you’ve been cleared by the doctor.”

“This is not a game you want to be playing with me,” Bethany warned.

“Really?” Titus stood, towering over her.

“Really. I’ll have my car within the hour without your help.”

“I’d like to see you try.” He folded his arms across his chest.

Adele came up that moment. “Titus. Come inside for a glass of iced tea.”

“Thank you.” Ty scooped up Cooper and followed the older woman inside.

Exhaustion weighed her down but she had something to prove. She walked to the garage, rolled out her scooter, put her helmet on, and took off down the road. 

Titus would have a difficult time extricating himself from Adele’s conversation before she returned. 

She reached the shop and popped the hatchback. The rear seat was already flat, and she maneuvered the scooter in. Her ribs hurt worse and her back ached, but she managed to get the door closed. She started up the car, drove home, parked, and got out.

Titus ran down the steps. 

Cooper outpaced him to jump up on Bethany’s legs to be petted. 

She scratched the dog’s ears before standing up again. Every move was excruciating. She put her hands on her hips and raised an eyebrow as he came toward her. He didn’t need to know how much pain she was in.

“That was foolish.”

“I needed my car. You had no right to keep it from me.”

Titus shook his head. He turned back to Adele. “Thank you for the iced-tea.” He scooped up his dog, stomped to his truck, hopped in, and took off.

Bethany went inside, her victory hollow. He had no right to tell her what to do. She took measured steps to her apartment, swallowed a pain pill, collapsed on the bed, and was soon asleep.

~*~

Titus fumed all the way home. Insufferable woman. 

Cooper whimpered and sulked. 

Getting a call for a wrecker, Ty left, grateful for the distraction.

~*~

On Sunday, Titus came into the church foyer. 

Skye walked over to Titus. “How are you, Ty?”

He grunted as Bethany slipped into the sanctuary alone as the countdown began on the screen in the lobby.

“Go sit with her,” Skye nudged.

“Did Dan tell you?”

“Tell me what?” 

Ty stared down at her gray eyes behind the black-framed glasses. Was that a twinkle?

“Just go.”

“I can’t save every wounded puppy, Skye.”

“No, but this one saved you.”

“Dan did tell you.”

“Tell her what?” Pastor Wink came up and put an arm around his wife.

Skye peered up at him. “That B.J. saved him. I suggested he go sit with her, but he’s being stubborn.”

“Is he now? Leave the man be, Skye, and today, you sit with me.”

She gazed up at her husband and the love shared between the two only highlighted the chasm of loneliness in his own heart. She turned back to Titus. “I’ll back off. Have a good day, Ty. I’m glad you’re OK.” 

Pastor Dan led his wife away. 

Titus sighed. B.J. saved him and he was an autocratic jerk. Still. Sitting by her? If he could even find her. He stepped into the auditorium as the congregation stood for the first song. He couldn’t locate B.J. anywhere so he grabbed a seat, alone, and tried to focus on worship. His thoughts strayed. Lord, a little help here? I’m supposed to be focusing on You, not an infuriating strawberry-blonde who masquerades as a boy.

He focused on worship and settled down to the message with his Bible open. 

Two rows ahead on the left Bethany sat, facing the front. Her head bent as she read along with Pastor Andrew. Her hair fell down hiding her face until she looked back at the stage.

She had a cute nose. How did he miss that?

Stop it. Focus.

When the service ended, he couldn’t remember a word.  He had it bad. But what would he do about it? He strode out of the sanctuary, went to get coffee, and opted to visit with some friends. He scanned the crowd.

“Omph!”

His arms instinctively reached around the person he’d tripped over. He glanced down and groaned. “I’m sorry. I really need to stop running over you. Are you all right?”

The brown eyes with flecks of gold looked up at him. “Titus. Yes. I’ll be fine, thank you.” She pulled away and kept on walking. Or was that limping? Her gait wasn’t steady, and she wrapped her arms around her Bible as if to protect from further attacks.

Quinn and Meghan rushed through the crowd to him. He bent one knee to get down to their level. “Hey, kids.”

“You coming over today?”

“I can’t come over every Sunday, guys.”

“Yeah, but that girl isn’t coming so Cooper will play with us.”

“And your backyard isn’t a mud puddle?”

Meghan’s smile grew wide. “More like a mud lake. Cooper would love it.”

“I think we’ll pass today.”

Dan came up and the kids wrapped their arms around their father. 

“Ty says he won’t come,” Quinn whined.

The pastor grinned. “Afraid of the mud?”

“Heard you’re starting a new trend in swimming holes,” Titus joked.

“Yeah, but better at the back of my yard than in my basement.”

“I’ll bet. The joys of home-ownership.”

“Yeah. Hey, kids. Go find your mother. I need to stay here through second service and she’s your ride home.”

“Awww.” Meghan pouted.

Dan ruffled her curly hair. “Go.”

The kids took off.

“Saw Bethany Joelle leave,” Dan stated.

“Yeah, after I almost ran over her. She’s so small I didn’t even see her.”

“Really? Maybe you’re not into her after all.”

“Why would you say that?”

“I’m always aware of where Skye is at church.”

“I was distracted.”

“Hmmm.” Dan gave Titus a shoulder tap and took off to visit with other people milling around.

Titus headed for home, took the dog for a walk, and sulked in a chair until Will came home.

“No plans for today?” Will asked.

“Not really.”

“Want to go play golf with Jace and me?”

“I’d rather have a tooth pulled.”

“Well, ‘Mr. Grumpypants,’ enjoy your tooth pulling. It’s too nice a day to be indoors.” Will left.

Titus paced. He couldn’t stop thinking about Bethany. What was she doing today? He wanted to talk to her, but he didn’t even have her phone number. He reached for his keys. “Cooper, come on.” He hooked up the leash and they headed out to his truck.

A few minutes later Titus pulled into the gravel driveway. Adele was out in her garden. He parked and opened the door.

Cooper took off running.

Adele stood up and walked over. “Why, hello, Titus. What a pleasure to have you visit again. Would you like something cold to drink?”

“Sure. That’d be great. I was looking for Bethany. Her car is here.”

“She’s in the garage tinkering with the lawnmower.”

Cooper sat nearby watching her work on a riding mower. 

The top of the engine was open, and she leaned over it. She wore her jeans and long-sleeved shirt.

“Aren’t you roasting in here?”

Bethany stopped her work to check out the intruder. “Cooler here in the shade than in the sun.”

“So, you fix anything?”

“If I can help, I do. I’ve been maintaining Adele’s car for her. It’s pretty old but it still runs. And this old machine still has some chops left in it. Far easier to handle this huge lawn with. Just needs a little tune-up more often.” She slammed the hood down and went to sit down on the seat. The engine turned, she nodded and turned it off. “Good.” She turned to Ty. “What can I do for you?”

“I should apologize for the other day.” He looked around. “Where is your scooter by the way?”

“Still in the back of my car. It hurt too much getting it in, so I haven’t had the guts to get it back out.”

“Would you mind if I did that for you?”

“No. I would be grateful.” She motioned to the car parked in the shade. “It’s unlocked.”

Titus went to the car and popped the hatch. He slid the scooter out, closed the trunk, and brought the motorized bike to the garage. “I’m assuming you keep it in here?”

“Yeah. It’s electric so I plug it in here until I need it again.”

“Have you gone to the doctor?”

“Are you my mother? No. I don’t like doctors. I’ll heal in time. I just need to take it easy.” She left the garage with Cooper following at her heels. She wandered to the porch, sat down, and welcomed the dog on her lap.

“I suppose I need to apologize again. I’m concerned for you. Is that so bad?” Titus sat adjacent to her.

“Don’t know why. I’ve only caused you trouble.”

“By saving my life? I’m grateful for a face full of mud if it means I avoid being killed.”

“But the garage…” B.J. slowly ran her hands over the dog’s short hair.

“I talked to Pastor Dan and he thinks you should be able to keep working there until the management team takes up the issue in a more general sense. Your name won’t be involved.”

“Thanks.”

“Hey, you do good work.”

“I try. But now you understand why I stick to myself there and avoid working closely with anyone else.”

“Yeah. I get it.”

Adele came outside and brought some iced tea. “Here you go, kids. Enjoy.” She scuttled back into the house leaving them alone.

Titus suspected Adele was trying to pair them up. He’d take the ally. “When do you go back to work?”

“Tomorrow morning. I’ll be working extra hours to make up for what I lost.”

“I’m glad they kept the job open for you.”

“Me, too.” She sipped her drink. Cooper was now sprawled across her lap. “I have a favor to ask.”

“O-K—”

“I’d like to go out on the wrecker again. Preferably in better weather.”

“Why?”

“So, I’m not afraid.” She avoided his eyes.

“Kind of like getting back on the horse when you fall off?”

“Something like that.”

“Sure. Can it wait until you’re a little more healed up?” Titus sipped his own drink. He definitely needed to cool off sitting anywhere near this woman.

“I suppose.” She gave a heavy sigh.

“What was that for?”

“It’s been hard being off work.”

“What do you do when you take a vacation?”

“I don’t take vacations.”

“Ever?”

“I don’t have anywhere to go and don’t make enough money to spend on something fun, if I even knew what that was.”

“You don’t know how to have fun?”

She shook her head. “Not really.”

“So, you bake, fix cars, and that’s it?”

“Mow the lawn, help out Adele when I can, groceries, laundry, sleep, shovel snow in winter. Bake for pay and tinker for free.”

“You don’t hang out with friends on a Friday night?”

“I don’t have any friends.”

“Why?”

“It was never safe.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Friends leave. They are fickle. They glean information to use against me. To betray me. It’s not worth the risk.”

“I thought maybe we were becoming friends. And what about Skye?”

“Neither of you really know me.”

“We’d like to if you’d let us.”

“So, you say.”

“Will you tell me about the scars?”

She swallowed hard and stared away. “Abusive foster home.”

“Torture?”

“For them it was play.”

“I’m sorry. Are they all over or only your arms?”

“All over. They weren’t particular.”

“That’s why you wear long sleeves.”

Bethany unbuttoned her shirtsleeves and rolled them up. “The scars make people uncomfortable.”

“But it has to be so hot to wear those clothes in the summer.”

“I’ve adapted.”

“How long did it go on?” Titus whispered.

“Too long.”

He reached over and turned her wrist, so the underside of her arm showed. “These look self-inflicted.”

Tears welled in her eyes. She made a feeble attempt to pull her arm away and he let it go. “Self-inflicted, but not desired.”

“I don’t understand,” Ty said.

“When someone holds a gun to my head, I tend to do what they ask and wonder, which would be worse—bleeding to death because I slit my wrists or simply having my brains blown out? There are still days when I wonder if I made the correct choice. Every time I hoped that somehow that would be the last time it would ever happen, and I wouldn’t wake up to more of the nightmare.” She shooed Cooper off her lap and rose, almost tipping the chair over. “Thanks for stopping by.” She went into the house and Titus couldn’t move.

Who would do such things? This was the stuff of movies. Fiction. Not real life. He longed to ask her more but he’d already crossed a line.

Adele emerged from the house. “Titus, you’re still here. Did you want more iced tea?”

He stood. “No, thank you. Was Bethany Joelle going to mow your lawn today?”

Adele looked to the garage. “I thought she was, but she has to work tomorrow. She’ll be heading to bed soon.”

“I took up too much of her time. Would you mind if I did it for her?”

Adele shook her head. “Not at all, young man. And if you decide to do it shirtless I won’t mind.” She winked at him as she whisked the pitcher back into the house. 

Ty finished his drink, took the glass inside to set by the sink, and went to mow the huge lawn. It was the least he could do after upsetting B.J. with such painful memories she was reluctant to share.

But she did share. 

He wasn’t too sure what to make of it all. He grinned as he pulled off his t-shirt. He could use more vitamin D and since Adele said she didn’t mind…
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The only circle of trust you should have is a donut.

Anonymous

August 2014

A month passed before B.J. returned to her routine of work and tinkering at the garage. 

Titus gave her wide berth. He would greet her but beyond that, he left her alone. 

The other men didn’t bother her either.

Titus made no mention of their conversation. 

She’d run because he’d ripped open a painful memory and she didn’t know what else to do. The subsequent nights were restless with nightmares. Buried memories rose up to haunt and victimize her all over again. She’d often wondered why God let her live through all that. What was the point?

Bethany Joelle returned to church and sat down but her peace was shattered as a man in dress pants, suit coat, and tie sat next to her. She stared forward and tried to ignore the presence, even keeping her elbow close to her body instead of resting on the armrest between the two chairs. Others occupied the seats around them, but it was this one man whose closeness drove her anxiety to new heights. They stood as the service began and she struggled to sing through her heightened inner panic. 

The worship leader made the fateful suggestion—”Please turn and greet your neighbor before you are seated.”

Bethany shook the hands of everyone around her until she came to him. 

The man reached out with a grin on his clean-shaven face. “Hi.”

“Good morning,” she responded as she sat, holding her Bible close.

After the announcements, they stood again, and his broad shoulders invaded her space, hedged in on the other side by a squirrelly six-year-old who bounced and clapped to the music.

Finally, they sat and she opened her Bible to the passage Pastor Andrew would be speaking from. 

The man leaned closer. “I forgot my Bible this morning. Do you mind if I share yours?”

Bethany couldn’t find the passage. Her fingers couldn’t seem to get the pages to move.

“Mind if I try?”

She handed him her Bible and he expertly flipped to Psalm 139.

The pastor started to read the first twelve verses.

“There.” He handed it back to her.

“Thanks,” she whispered as she struggled to focus on the words. 

This man smelled fresh and clean, so opposite of the sweat and grease of The Garage, which were comfortable scents for her. Of course, Ty hadn’t carried that scent when she’d gone on the date with him. She shook her head. Why did it always come back to him? He wasn’t interested in her. Not after she had shocked him with the truth. 

She wasn’t worthy of any man’s attentions.

Pastor Andrew spoke about God’s power to know and find her. Why would the God of the universe want to be intimately acquainted with her? The very fact that there was no way she could hide from Him terrified her. Especially when He still seemed so remote and hidden. 

“Where can I flee from Your presence?” the psalmist asked in verse seven. 

She didn’t want to flee. Didn’t God realize that? Why did he stay away?

The service ended, and she mulled over the words swimming before her on the pages of her Bible. 

A strong hand leaned over to close the book and they stood to sing another song. 

The pastor dismissed them and the man next to her turned her way. 

She couldn’t escape as the family on the other side of her hadn’t moved yet.

“I’m Miles.” He put a hand out.

“Bethany Joelle.” Her hand was enveloped in his larger, softer fingers.

“How does a woman as beautiful as you have such rough hands? Are you Cinderella awaiting her prince to come and take her away from a life of drudgery?” He gave her a brilliant smile. Perfect, bright, white teeth shone back at her.

“Life isn’t a fairytale. Prince Charming is a fictional character.”

“You don’t believe in ‘happily-ever-after?’” His voice had a soft, warm timbre to it. 

 “Not really. In this sinful world, the only happiness is found in heaven.”

“Wow. That’s a pessimistic view. Could I challenge you to an opportunity to turn your frown upside down over lunch?”

Her eyes grew wide and she shook her head. “I’m not comfortable with that.”

“So, that’s a ‘no?’”

“Thank you for understanding.” She turned to go but he grabbed her arm. “Please let me go.”

“At least take my business card. Call me if you change your mind. Maybe I’ll see you here again.”

She turned, took the card, and hurried out the other end of the aisle. She exited the auditorium and halted as the crowd mingled around, lost as to where to turn. A hand touched her shoulder. Titus.

“Hey, Bethany Joelle, glad you could make it today.”

“Thanks.”

“Feeling better?” He moved her out of the path of traffic.

“Deep breaths still hurt and I need to be careful how I move. Apparently, ribs take a long time to heal even if they aren’t broken.”

“Hey, Ty, glad to see you here.” Miles approached.

“Miles, have you met Bethany Joelle?” Titus nodded to her.

“We met during the service,” the well-dressed man said.

“Bethany, Miles is a benefactor of the garage ministry. He provides some of the funding and at times, helps us get parts at cost. He works for a local car dealership and is one of their top salesmen.”

“Well, I try anyway.” Miles grinned. “I’ve got a consistent track record but have stiff competition. Being around cars seemed to be ideal given my name.”

“You could have become a jogger, but that doesn’t pay as well, I expect,” Titus quipped. “Miles has started to come to the Thursday night group. Perhaps you can join us sometime?” Ty asked as he met her gaze.

She suspected her face was red. “My work schedule makes that hard.”

“Where do you work?” Miles asked.

“The grocery store. In the bakery.”

“I like a woman who knows her way around a kitchen,” Miles joked.

Bethany frowned. 

“I’m sorry your work schedule makes it difficult for you to have a social life.”

“Paying the bills takes priority,” Bethany responded. “I’ll forgive the offense. I need to leave. Have a good day.” She slipped between them making a beeline for the door. She got in her steaming hot car and drove home.

~*~

Titus watched Bethany Joelle exit and frowned.

“Interesting young woman,” Miles remarked.

“Yeah, that’d be one word for her.” Ty turned his attention to the man next to him. 

Slicked back blond hair and green eyes and snappy suit. Quite the contrast to his jeans and t-shirt look.

“I was thinking I’d stop by the garage sometime this week. See how things are going there.”

“You’re welcome to stop by anytime, Miles. I’d love to show you what we’ve done with the place.”

“And maybe I’ll spot some things you still lack and can help.”

“That’d be great. Any idea what evening?”

Miles shook his head. “No. Not sure how any day will go. I try to keep my schedule flexible.”

“Well, come and we’ll be glad to have you. Do you know how to work on cars?”

The salesman chuckled. “I know about cars enough to sell them. Under the hood, I only know specs but not anything on how to fix them. I’m barely able to change my own flat.”

“You could learn.”

“Doubtful,” Miles said. “I should get going.”

“See ya.” Titus gave a short wave before heading out himself. He had no good reason to deny Miles’s request to come to the garage. But what if B.J. was there? Miles was a sharp guy. Titus needed to work to keep the man focused on other things. And pray that he didn’t ask to be introduced to the volunteers.

~*~

The next night, B.J. came in and checked the project board. She initialed a project and went to go do some general clean up on a new arrival. 

An oil change, and checking hoses and spark plugs, would keep her busy for some time over in the corner. 

Titus strode over to her. “Hey, B.J.”

“Hi, Ty, what’s up?” The baseball hat was in place as was her normal mechanic outfit. Old, worn, dirty chucks were on her feet instead of the normal boots she wore. Maybe her only concession to the heat?

He handed her a water bottle. “It’s warm in here, so stay hydrated, OK?”

She took the bottle and their hands brushed. A jolt traversed his arm at her minutest touch. A tinge of pink appeared on her cheeks and he wondered if it was from the heat or if she’d experienced a reaction to him as much as he did to her.

“I also wanted to inform you that Miles might stop by this week to check out the garage. He admitted he knows nothing about cars, but since he contributes financially to the ministry he wants to check it out first-hand. Thought you might want to be warned.”

“I appreciate that. I’ll play least-in-sight or perhaps even take off when he comes.”

“I understand. Better to be safe.”

“Do financial contributors often do this kind of thing?”

“No. It’s kind of odd that he wants to come.”

B.J. tilted her head. “His interest worries you.”

Titus grinned. “And how can you tell that?”

“Your forehead wrinkles when you’re concerned about something.” She lifted her water bottle in a mock salute. “I’d better get to work. I don’t have much time.”

“Keep up the good work, squirt.” He winked at her before walking away. Even with what little he knew she still intrigued him. It bothered him that another man might be interested in her as a woman. 

Miles was new to the church. Other than his generosity and spit-polished appearance, Ty didn’t know much about the man’s character. The man was a car salesman. Most he knew were honest people, but some were keen manipulators and he wondered if Miles fell into that category.

But he wasn’t Bethany Joelle’s keeper and given the distance he’d been keeping out of his own confusion, he wasn’t sure how he’d ever earn the right to become closer.

The caution for the night was a false alarm but at least she was warned. 

Bethany left around seven after putting in two hours of solid work. Did she ever get more than five hours of sleep a night? Maybe she took a nap before coming to the shop? His phone rang with a call to take out the wrecker. He left Will in charge as he left for work.

~*~

Bethany had all the main donuts finished for the day and the dough was rising for bread. She approached Jack, her boss.

“Hey, Bethany Joelle, how’s my favorite assistant doing today?”

“Fine, I guess. I wanted to ask you a question if you don’t mind.”

“Sure. Shoot.”

She sighed. “What do you do for fun? You know, when you’re not working?”

Jack considered her. His mustache twitched as he gave her a half-grin. “It can be hard, can’t it, working when everyone else is sleeping and sleeping when the most fun is being had by your peers.”

She shrugged. “It’s all I’ve known.”

“I putter in my garden, take long walks with my wife and enjoy a good book. On rare Sundays, I go to worship and lunch with friends. I even manage to host a Bible study in my home which is why I’m probably not as spry on Thursday mornings.” He winked at her.

“I would’ve never guessed.”

“Find things to do that you enjoy and don’t forget to connect with other people. You need others in your life. My circle of friends is small but tight. I like the quiet here of the bakery. I understand the flour and sugar and vanilla and we work with mutual respect to provide food for the masses. But as much as this is good, it’s the relationships I have with good friends that make life rich and wonderful.”

“I don’t have many friends. I’ve been alone for so long I’m not even sure…”

“When someone invites you out, or over for lunch, say yes. Explore the relationships. Take a risk and make new friends. Have fun. Offer a little bit of yourself and ask questions. And trust your gut. Not everyone is worthy of being entrusted with your heart.” He touched her chin and lifted it a little. “And remember sweet baker, I will always be here for you. As a friend, coworker…almost as a father for you. We’ve worked together for what, three years? You need anything, don’t hesitate to call. OK?” He dropped his hand and gave her a smile.

“Thanks, Jack. I appreciate that. You’re the kind of father I wish I would have had for all of my growing up.”

“How many ‘fathers’ did you have?”

Bethany frowned. “Other than my biological one whom I don’t remember? Eight. But only one of those was really great. I miss him.”

“What happened?”

“He got cancer and died.”

“So, the war took away one dad and cancer another.”

She nodded.

“Then you know more than most how fragile life is. Treasure those friends in your life. It’s worth it to have the richness and love of those relationships for as long as you can. Don’t let someone wonderful slip past because you’re afraid of loss. Regret can be a more painful burden.”

“Thanks, Jack. I’d better go knead the bread now.”

“Yes, you’d better.” He turned back to his work.

~*~

Bethany found a message taped to her locker. They weren’t allowed to take personal calls at work unless it was an emergency. Miles called and left his return number. She shrugged and picked up the phone in the break room to call him back. She had no use for cell phones and preferred not being too easily found.

“This is Miles. Who’da know wants to buy a car?” The deep rich tones and the rehearsed marketing made Bethany want to groan.

“Hi, Miles, it’s Bethany Joelle. You called?”

“You are a difficult woman to get in touch with. I would love to take you out one of these days—soon.”

“Why me?”

“I think you’re cute and would like to get to know you better.”

She sighed. Have fun. “OK. When and where?”

“How about lunch Friday? I could meet you somewhere.”

“OK, but do you have that kind of time for a sit-down lunch?”

“Good point. Do you mind going to Culvers? I know it’s fast food…”

“That’s fine. The one on County Line Road?”

“Yeah. Can you make it there by one o’clock? It should be past the lunch rush.”

“Sure. I can do that.”

“Great. I’ll see you Friday.”

“Friday.”

She hung up the phone. A date with the handsome salesman? It was a conversation over food. She was driving herself. No risk. Maybe she’d have fun. She grabbed her stuff and headed to the car. After a short stop at home and maybe a nap, she’d head into the garage.

~*~

Once at the shop, she dug into replacing hoses in an engine. It was a messy, tedious business but if that single mom had one less thing to worry about, B.J. would have done her job well. 

Titus and Miles entered the shop. 

She pulled her cap down lower and was extra grateful for her baggy boy jeans. Not that she had a rear that attracted attention. And she was sure oil smudged her face. She should take to blackening a tooth or two before coming in from now on. The thought made her grin.

She got back to work and tried to tune out the noises around her. 

Ty would keep Miles away from her area.

She prayed that would be enough. 

~*~

B.J. was keeping her head low under the hood. 

Ty almost wished she were under a car today. Now that he realized she was a woman he saw curves he’d missed before. The slight flare of her hips wasn’t completely hidden under those horrendous jeans. It was probably his imagination. She intrigued him, and he promised himself he would keep her safe here.

“Hey, Ty, remember that cute woman on Sunday? Bethany?”

“Bethany Joelle?”

“Yeah, her. Got me a date with her Friday for lunch.”

“Um, that’s nice.”

“Yeah. Something about that strawberry blonde hair. So long. She’s modest but you know what they say about that.”

“Excuse me?”

“Don’t worry. She’ll be treated well. I’m a good guy.”

Somehow, I doubt that. Something about this man put him on edge. Surely, he wasn’t jealous because he admired Bethany Joelle. He had no claim on her.

Ty noticed B.J. closing the hood of the car she’d been working on. She put away her tools, cleaning up the area and washing her hands before checking off the project on the board. She’d probably worked this morning.

“Say, I thought I met everyone. Who’s that kid?” Miles asked nodding to Bethany.

“B.J. Quiet kid but does good work.”

“Kind of small.”

“Size doesn’t matter when it comes to fixing cars,” Titus quipped.

Miles grinned. “Oh, but it’s helpful in other areas.” He guffawed as he socked Ty on the shoulder, almost knocking him over. “Thanks for the tour. I might stop back again one of these days. Maybe you can teach me a thing or two about cars.”

“There are classes you can take for that.”

“Who has time for that? Besides, I’m a salesman.” He flashed his manicured fingers. “Gotta keep my hands clean and look the part.” With a wink, the man was out the door. 

Ty only hoped that Bethany had already left.

~*~

The next night, Titus tapped B.J.’s leg lightly with his boot. “B.J.?”

The wheeled board she was on slid out from under the car. “Yeah?”

“I have a pick-up with the wrecker and the weather is decent. Wanna come?” He didn’t miss her deep gulp.

“Sure.” She rose and picked up her tools. After cleaning up and making a note on the board as to her progress, she turned to him. “Ready.”

“Great.” Titus led her out to the car. He whispered, “This is hard. I really want to open your door for you.”

“Treat me like one of the guys when I’m here. I understand. I don’t expect to be treated like a lady when I’m dressed like this.”

“But you still are one.” Ty moaned to himself. He hopped up into the cab and when B.J. was buckled, he started up the wrecker and they took off. “This car isn’t on the highway—just in front of someone’s house.”

“Technically safer, huh?” Bethany said, but he heard humor in her voice.

“How are those ribs?”

“Amazing how I think I’m all healed up and make one quick move that reminds me that ribs take a long time.”

“Did you ever go to a doctor?”

“Ty…” her voice held a note of warning.

“Sorry. I worry about you. I care. Is that so bad?”

“No. I appreciate it. You’ve been a good friend and I’m grateful you’ve let me continue at the garage.”

“No problem. You do good work.” He cleared his throat. “As a friend, can I caution you on Miles?”

“What about him? He didn’t see me, did he?”

“He saw you but only noticed you’re small. He mentioned he has a date with you.”

She groaned. “He called and I’ve been recently challenged that I don’t really do anything fun. A date isn’t a permanent relationship. He’s an attractive man.”

“Is that your criteria?”

“What, afraid you don’t measure up? You’re attractive too, Titus.”

Ty gulped, not sure how to take the compliment. She’d noticed?

“Listen. It’s lunch on Friday. That’s it. I don’t expect anything more with him, but I suspect he’ll find that out soon enough. He’s not really my ‘type,’ as if I had one.”

“Your type?”

“Miles isn’t the type of man to tolerate a woman who is a lowly laborer, whether it’s as a baker or mechanic. It’ll never go anywhere.”

“So why go?”

Bethany shrugged. “I couldn’t think of a good reason to say no and maybe he’ll be a friend.”

“You make friends?”

“Not really. You know me better than most people do.”

“That’s not saying much, B.J.”

“I know. And I’m sorry. You’ve been more of a friend to me than I’ve been to you.”

“I’m not so sure about that. You did save my life and you love Cooper, a feeling that’s mutual, by the way.” He glanced over as pink flooded her cheeks.

“Cooper has a good owner. I’m glad you got him. As for saving your life, will you ever drop that?”

“I hope I never forget, although the nightmare of you laying there lifeless will probably haunt me forever. I wish I could forget that.”

“I survived.”

“I thank God for that.” He pulled over in front of a sedan on the street. “We’re here. Let’s do this.”

Bethany grinned at him. “Yeah, let’s.”

Titus knew that B.J. was a quick study but working with the wrecker proved it again. He enjoyed working side by side with her. He wondered how much more enjoyable it would be if she weren’t hiding. But at least no one else was bothered by images he had of her sweet curves. He cursed himself for letting his mind wander there. Still, he often wondered what kissing her would be like. Given the shockwaves his body experienced when they’d touched, he figured that Miles would know nothing about banked fires. Surely, she wouldn’t feel that with him, would she?

And why did jealousy plague him? Maybe because he’d kept her secret and he didn’t want her hurt.

As he walked his dog later that night, the realization hit him. He was falling in love with the quiet mechanic and baker. He laughed to himself. If Miles thought she would be an easy conquest, he’d soon find out differently. 
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Better is he that laboureth, and aboundeth in all things,

Than he that boasteth himself, and wanteth bread.

Apocrypha

Bethany arrived at the restaurant a few minutes before one and stood outside enjoying the sunshine. 

A shiny, dark cherry sports car with dealer plates pulled into a spot. Miles exited the vehicle. He really was a handsome man, tall, with blond hair slicked back, and clean cut. His frame wasn’t lean. This was not a man used to working out. The jacket was probably custom-made. The dark gray suited the man and the blue tie set him apart as a professional. 

Very different from Ty’s typical jeans and t-shirt attire. And yet, the more casual clothes suited Titus and his personality.

Miles grinned as he came up to her. 

She was terribly underdressed in her khakis and a blue plaid, long-sleeved shirt over a white tank top. Her only concession to summer was her sandals. 

“Glad you could make it,” Miles said in his deep voice. “Let’s go in and I’ll buy you lunch. Do you want to sit out here to eat or inside?”

“It’s a bit warm out here so inside would be better. And the bees would likely be around. I’d rather avoid them.”

“Allergies?”

“Not that I’m aware of. No desire to find out either.”

Miles grinned as he opened the door for her. 

They placed their orders and sat down at a booth. The restaurant was not crowded.

“Seriously, chili-cheese fries? Are you sure that’s all you want?” Miles asked as he dove into his double butter burger with cheese, large fries, and cola.

“This will take care of my hunger.” She sipped her iced tea before using a fork to dig out a French fry slathered with chili and cheese. She popped it into her mouth. “Mmmmm. It’s been a while.”

“You don’t eat out much?”

“Not really. Too expensive to do on a regular basis.”

“Not for me. Being a bachelor it’s more my style. Someday maybe I’ll have a wife to make me lunches or to go home to, but for now, it’s typically fast food whenever I can squeeze in the time. Customers keep me busy.”

“Was it hard to get away for lunch today?”

“Yes. A couple walked in as I was about to leave. I let another salesperson take them. I hate losing a sale.”

“I appreciate your sacrifice to meet with me. I’m really not worth you losing income over.”

“They may not purchase anything. They were shopping around so at this point it’s not a sale. If they come in again, and that salesperson is there, they will be more likely to ask for that person and give them the commission.”

“I would have understood if you needed to cancel.”

“Well, with no cell phone, how would I have contacted you? You were already here and it goes against my upbringing to stand up a beautiful woman on a first date.”

Heat rushed to her face and she focused on her food, not sure how to respond to the compliment. 

They ate in silence as the conversation stalled.

“Did you grow up around here?” Bethany asked.

“Port Washington. I’m the youngest of three kids and the only boy.”

“The prince?”

Miles grinned. “Maybe. I was pretty spoiled. My parents bought me a new car when I got my driver’s license at sixteen. I got a vacation to Europe for two weeks when I graduated high school. I went with a friend.”

“Wow. Sounds nice.”

“It was. I got back and they gave me a down payment on a condo when I got this job and I’ve held this position for a few years. Learning the ropes and building a clientele that refers people to me and returns for their next vehicle. I’m typically in the top three every month for sales but I work hard for it.”

“But your natural charm doesn’t hurt, I’m sure.”

“Oh, the lady complimented me.” His hand went to his chest and his eyes twinkled. “According to my mother, you are correct.”

They had both finished their food. 

“Would you like some dessert, Beth?”

“No, thank you, but you go right ahead.”

He slid out of the seat. “I’ll be right back.”

She liked his relaxed charm and self-confidence. Bethany could see why he was good at his job. He could probably succeed at anything he chose. When Miles returned with his chocolate sundae, she asked him, “Why cars and not real estate or jewelry?”

“I like cars. Always have. I go to classic car shows when I can. Someday I might get myself one of them if I can get it in mint condition. I don’t know enough to work on them. I just enjoy driving them.”

“What about racing?”

“I enjoy watching the races but have no desire to risk my pretty face with such a dangerous sport.”

“Usually the face isn’t the main injury with accidents on the race track.”

“True. But still. I like all my body parts intact and have no desire to jeopardize them.”

“What else do you do for fun?” Bethany asked.

“Go for drinks with the guys, find beautiful women to dance with, watch racing on television.” He finished his dessert and checked his watch. “Time’s running out for this prince. I need to get back to work. I hope we can do this again sometime.”

“Thank you for lunch, Miles.” She slid out of her seat and grabbed the trays to empty them. 

Miles piled his garbage on her tray. 

She dumped it in the trash on the way out the door.

“I’d like to take you out for dinner some evening. You work early in the morning, right? So what day do you not work, and I’ll try to arrange my schedule to do it the night before.”

“I don’t work next week, Saturday morning.”

“OK, next Friday night then. I get off around eight. Would that be OK? I just need your address.”

Her heart rate sped up. She never gave her address unless she had to. “Pick me up at the grocery store.”

“What, like at the front door?”

“Sure.”

Silence met that for a few seconds. “Fine. Dress nice. I’ll take you to DeLuca’s Cucina. You like Italian?”

“Italian is great.”

“I’m looking forward to it, Beth.” He leaned over and gave her a kiss on the cheek. With a wink, he strode to his car. He gave her a wave as he drove off.

She walked to her old car. He’d called her Beth instead of Bethany—was it too much to ask for two extra syllables? She had been afraid of him even seeing what she drove. Not that she had anything in her person to impress him with. She drove home for a short nap before heading to the garage.

~*~

Titus struggled to restrain Cooper when Bethany Joelle walked into the shop. B.J. He needed to remind himself that here she was B.J. He hoped the council would decide soon about this so that she could be free of all pretense, but he also worried about the guys and how they would react to a woman in the shop. 

Would they treat her differently? She didn’t really interact with them often. She came, did her job, and left. She rarely spoke to anyone and the guys gave her space as if appreciating her need to be left alone. Not many of them were big talkers anyway.

He could relate. Especially when it came to B.J.

She walked into the office and as the door shut behind her, he allowed Cooper to rush to her. 

B.J. knelt to accept the kisses of the exuberant dog. Only with him and Bethany had he ever seen the dog’s tail not just wag—but turn like a windmill in full circles.

“Hey, B.J., you going to be at church Sunday?” Ty asked.

“That’s my plan as of now. I’m working a longer shift tomorrow for someone. Otherwise, I’m trying to work out an alternate schedule where I would get every other week off for Sundays.”

“I’m glad. Can I take you to lunch after church? Maybe take Cooper for a walk?”

She sighed and bit her lower lip. “Why me? I don’t get it.”

Titus checked out the garage. None of the guys looked as if they were about to come in. “Why not you? We have a lot in common and I like you. Cooper adores you so that’s another mark in your favor. Do you have some objection to me?”

Her face infused with a delightful pink shade as she tried to hide behind Cooper’s fuzzy head. “No objections at all.”

Well, that was something. “OK. Lunch it is. This time, no picnic.”

She gave him a soft smile. “OK.” She rose to her feet and Cooper whined. “I’d better get to work. Tune up on the blue sedan?”

“Yeah, that’d be great. It’s summer so a lot of the regular crew hasn’t been coming in. Softball and soccer games for their kids, I guess.”

“That and vacations, I suppose.”

“That too. I appreciate your faithfulness in being here.”

“Glad to help. See you later, Ty. Cooper.” She gave the dog one last head scratch and left the room, closing the door firmly behind her to ensure the dog didn’t escape into the garage.

Titus sighed. Why her? Of all the women he’d met, why this one? He’d met many single moms with ready-made families and not one piqued his interest as this single, self-contained, secretive woman did. Maybe it was the puzzle she presented? He wished he understood. 

He wondered how her date with Miles went. It was today if he remembered correctly. With a frown, he focused on the paperwork in front of him. He’d need to order parts Monday and make sure they had the resources available to cover the cost. He’d rather be out doing a tune-up with B.J. than this paperwork, but he owed the church the due diligence of making sure every penny spent was spent wisely. He tried to focus on the numbers while Cooper sat on a table keeping watch over B.J.

~*~

Sunday morning shone bright, clear, and hot. Bethany dripped with sweat before she got in the car. She parked at the back of the lot of the church to obscure her car from Miles seeing it. Why his good opinion mattered to her, she couldn’t fathom.

Other than Adele, Titus was the only one who knew where she even lived. She got her mail at a post office box in Menomonee Falls. While she wasn’t really hiding from her past, she definitely wanted to make it impossible for some people to find her should they choose to. It was the lock on the Pandora’s box of emotions such interactions would unleash. She didn’t know if she could survive that. She barely did the first time around.

And Titus. He already knew more than she was comfortable with. Dare she let him closer? She already liked him more than was probably wise.

Skye approached. 

“Hi, Skye. Want to sit together this morning?”

Skye enveloped her in a hug. “Absolutely. That is if you don’t mind sharing the row with my husband. He’s not on the team today.”

“That’s fine.”

“Great! The kids are settled in. Let’s go find a spot. Is it OK if we sit closer to the front?”

“I suppose that’d be fine.” She allowed the spunky redhead to lead her into the auditorium and closer to the front than she’d been before.

“Good morning, Bethany Joelle,” the handsome pastor greeted her as he came to sit with them.

“Hi, Dan. Nice to see you again.”

“Are you joining us for lunch today?” he asked.

“No. I, um, have a date.”

Skye’s face lit up. “A date? With whom?”

“Titus. It’s just lunch.”

“He’s a great guy,” Dan said. “I’m glad you two are friends.”

Skye leaned in closer and whispered, “Didn’t I see Miles talking to you the other week? He seemed interested in you.”

“We ate lunch together Friday,” Bethany offered.

“That’s wonderful. Both men seem admirable, but they are very different, aren’t they?”

“Yes. Quite.” Bethany was saved from further conversation by the music starting and the congregation being asked to stand to join in the singing. Halfway through the first song, she was disconcerted when Miles came to stand next to her, singing out with gusto.

She slumped into her seat during the message. Did Miles think she was exclusively his since they went to lunch? She struggled to focus on the message with the well-dressed man sitting next to her. His cologne assaulted her senses. What was Pastor Andrew talking about today?

Trust in the Lord? She sighed. I’m trying, God. Life had been static for so long and now things were upended because of a tow-truck accident and two men expressing interest in her.

She never intended to marry, so why was she even bothering with the guys? Because it was a novelty to have an attractive man interested in her and she had two. Perhaps. Jack’s words echoed. Take a risk and make new friends. Have fun. But he’d also cautioned her that not everyone was worthy to be entrusted with her heart. How could she even know? Did she possess a heart to share anymore? She’d locked it away, safe and secure long ago.

Now those walls of protection were challenged, by Skye, Titus, Miles, but mostly God. How did she trust Him? And trusting people was always risky. Could she survive being rejected again?

The message ended, and the congregation stood for a prayer. After the “amen”, Bethany tried to leave the aisle.

Miles stood gazing down at her but saying nothing. 

Skye had moved out the other end. 

Bethany turned to follow. 

Miles grabbed her arm.

“Hey,” she said, startled.

Miles let go immediately. “Aw, come on, Beth. I just want to talk.”

“Fine.” She plopped back into her seat. “Talk.”

“Do you want to go to lunch today?”

“Sorry. I have other plans.”

“Cancel them and come with me.”

She rose to her feet and took a step away. “No.” Walking away was freeing. 

He followed. “Come with me, Bethany. You know you want to. You’ll not get a great offer like this again.”

Anger burned inside at his words. Bethany turned and glared up at him. “Really? You’re the greatest prize in the world and if I don’t go with you I’m a loser?”

“Well, that’s not exactly what I said…”

“But it is what you meant. The fact is, you’re the loser if you can’t accept that I have other plans and prefer to honor my commitments. I don’t know you well enough to give you that kind of importance in my life and I probably won’t if you can’t respect that I have a life when you’re not around.”

“Hey, OK. I just want to spend time with you.” Miles stood back with his hands up, looking contrite. 

Bethany couldn’t tell if it was an act, but she’d made a promise and she needed to be charitable. “We have a date for Friday, and you can pick me up in front of the store.”

“OK.” His reply seemed disgruntled. 

Bethany wove through the crowd and left the church. Ty would pick her up at home soon and she needed to change clothes. Miles’s bossiness irked her. Perhaps he was immature and didn’t know how to handle a ‘no’ from someone. 

She threw on blue capris and a light green long-sleeved shirt and sandals. She sat on the back porch to wait. 

The truck engine and crunching gravel announced Ty’s arrival. 

Bethany went down the steps to meet him.

“Ready to go?”

“Yeah.”

“Great.” Titus opened the door for her and then closed it when she was in the truck.

~*~

Titus enjoyed watching Bethany but kept his eyes on the road. He didn’t think she ever did anything for fun, so he’d made plans for after lunch, too. They arrived at the restaurant. He reached out to touch her arm. “You’ll wait for me to get the door, please?”

She nodded. 

They were seated after a short wait.

“I’ll pray for the meal.” He held out his hand.

She took his hand and he gave her fingers a gentle squeeze. “Dear God, thank You for this meal and for time with Bethany Joelle. Amen.” He’d wanted to say more but didn’t know how much of his wishful thinking would creep in. “Do you always order a salad?” 

“Sometimes. It’s been hot out and a salad sounded refreshing.”

“Do you cook at home?”

“My apartment is really a bedroom, sitting area, and bath. If I want to use the kitchen, I use Adele’s, but she’s a prolific cook. I sometimes buy her groceries after work to help out since she prepares the meals. But with just the two of us, and the current bounty from her garden, it’s pretty much only the meat and essentials to be purchased. And fruit she can’t grow.”

“Wow. That’s a nice deal.”

“It is. She’s super sweet but gives me space too.”

“How long have you been living there?”

“A few years. I’m saving up for a newer car, so the lower rent has been helpful.”

“Any thoughts on what kind of car?” Ty grinned.

“No. I debate between practical or fun, economical, what has the best maintenance records, and stuff like that.”

“I thought women bought cars based on the color.”

Her eyebrows rose. “Really? And you think I’m like every other woman?”

“You are most definitely more than any other woman I’ve met.”

“More?”

“Much more. Color?”

“Probably green.”

“‘Cause it’s your favorite color?”

She nodded and stabbed her salad again. “Yup. So why did you select black for your truck? Sure shows the salt in the winter.”

“I don’t know. Looked pretty classy in the showroom and I’d saved for so long. Plus it forces me to work hard to keep it clean.”

“Classy?”

“What? You don’t think tow truck drivers and mechanics can be classy?”

“You obviously broke the mold with that one. Not that I have a lot of experience in the world of men.”

“But you work with them in the shop.”

“I work in a shop where men also work. I don’t really work with them.”

“True. But doesn’t that get kind of lonely?” Ty asked.

“I guess I don’t really think about it that way. I work by myself at the bakery, but there are people around me. We just do our jobs. Same at the shop. Adele has a busy life too with her garden club, bingo games she attends, and her own church activities. I don’t mind solitude.” With only half her salad gone, she set the fork down and drank some water.

“Are you done?”

Bethany nodded. 

Ty hadn’t even finished his thick turkey sandwich. “Want some of my French fries?”

“OK.” She plucked one off the plate and munched it but didn’t go back for more. “I’m sorry, I’m not very good at this ‘dating’ thing. How did you get into driving wreckers?”

“You’re doing fine, Bethany Joelle. I took shop in high school and my mom always complained that I could fix anything. Sometimes with parts left over, but they always ran. I liked working with my hands and seemed to understand cars. So, I went to school to get more training and got a job in a garage. Soon I was going out with the wrecker and found I liked that too. I usually get along with people, so they sent me out more and more and it was a good way to pick up extra income after hours and on weekends.”

“Why The Garage ministry?”

“That was started before I began attending church at Orchard Hill. I found out about it and joined up. Since then, the guy who ran it needed to step down due to some family problems. They asked me to head it up and after a little prayer, I sensed God was saying, ‘yes.’”

“I’m sorry if my presence there has made things difficult for you.”

“What? No. Your work has been great. I wish you didn’t need to hide. I hope the management team will come to some decision on that. I doubt it’s at the top of their list at the moment.”

“Yeah, I saw the budget numbers this morning. I don’t have much, but I do give. It’s the least I can do for all Jesus has done for me.”

“It’s not as if it’s a debt you can pay off,” Titus said.

“Yeah. I realize that, but when I tithe or give extra to the compassion fund, I just hope someone is somehow getting to know Jesus in ways I would have liked to have known him earlier.”

“Earlier?”

“Yeah. I just began my relationship and understanding of Him when my world fell apart. While I’ve clung to faith, I failed to grow because for years I couldn’t attend church and had no way to learn.”

“You could read the Bible.”

“I do that now, but then, I had no access to one. I was given one, but someone destroyed it. Ripped the pages out and burned them in a fire so they could roast marshmallows. To this day, I can’t eat those things.”

“I’m sorry that happened.”

“Yeah, well, that was life as a foster child, especially as a teenager when no one wants you.”

“Can I ask what happened to your parents?”

“I think you just did.” She released a long sigh. “My dad was a Marine on deployment. He didn’t make it home. My mother struggled after that. She left the base but found it hard to take care of me as a single mom. One day, it became too much. They suspected the car accident was intended to kill both of us.”

Titus really didn’t want to ask.

“She was the only casualty. I survived and after I was released from the hospital, I was placed in a house with strangers. I cried all the time and was punished for it. Soon I learned not to cry. Not to say anything that could get me in trouble or sent back to the social worker. It became a matter of survival rather than longing for a home.”

“But you had a good place for a while?”

A soft smile curved her lips. “Yeah, for a while. Robert Frost has a poem called “‘Nothing Gold Can Stay,’ about how life starts out golden, like the sunrise but then ends, and he was right. It can’t. It doesn’t. Not in this sin-filled world.”

“That’s sad, but it misses out on the growth that happens when things die. Leaves changing color show the glory of God. And in the winter the tree still lives and comes to another spring with new growth. Dawn doesn’t go down but turns to sunset before another dawn. There’s a cycle to life that’s ongoing.”

She nodded. “True. But when someone you love dies, they are gone. The ‘goldness’ of their presence in your life doesn’t continue.”

“Who else died?” Titus shoved his plate to the side and leaned forward.

“My foster father, Russell. He was the one who taught me how to fix cars. His wife Kristi taught me about what it was to be a girl and together they taught me about Jesus. But he got cancer and I was taken away. The golden ticket of adoption that had been held out to me was ripped from my grasp, and when he died I wasn’t informed. I only found out the exact date of his death later when I searched for them.”

“Where were you raised?”

“Madison. When I graduated, I sought work in the Milwaukee area and moved. There were some people I didn’t want to ever see again from there.”

“Wow. I’m sorry you went through that. Does that make you doubt the permanence of your adoption into God’s family?”

She stared at him and he wondered if he’d crossed a line.

“Maybe.”


10

I know I’m the slowest part of the car.

B. Wright

“Where’s the restroom?” Bethany folded up her napkin. She needed to escape any further conversation, or she’d be losing her lunch.

“Over through those tables to the left.” Titus pointed.

“Excuse me.” She scurried off to the bathroom, used the facilities, and after washing her hands, splashed her face with cool water. How was it that both Ty and Skye had been so easily able to pinpoint her issues with God? Why had she even dared to share? Her only consolation was that lunch was over so he’d take her home soon. She returned to the table to find the plates taken away. 

Titus stood. “I already paid. Are you OK?”

“Yeah. I’m fine. Thanks.” Liar, liar pants on fire. Titus was a good man. Why did she resist trusting him? Because he’s a man, silly. Nothing silly about it. He was an attractive man who had her experiencing things physically she’d never dealt with before. All because those dark eyes conveyed honesty and compassion. But she’d been burned before.

He opened the door to the truck and helped her up, shutting her in securely. The cab was steamy from the heat. He got in, turned on the engine, and the air conditioning blasted cool air.

“I forgot. Air-conditioning. I want a vehicle with air.”

“You don’t have one?”

“Nah, broken before I bought it. Not worth investing the money in the car to install a new one. Plus, it would be a pain. I’ve learned to adapt. But black attracts the heat, Ty.”

“Sure looks shiny in the sunshine.” He winked at her. He pulled out of the driveway, but not in the direction of her home.

“Where are we going?”

“I have a little surprise. Did you need to be somewhere?”

“Noooo. I’m not fond of surprises.”

“I think you’ll like this one.”

“Demolition derby?”

“No, but that sounds like fun. You’d enjoy something like that?”

“Duh. I love cars. Of course, I would. Maybe instead of trading in my car, I’ll drive it in one of those before scrapping it.”

“They can be fun, but dangerous.”

“True.”

“Still, if it were me? I’d do it.” Titus grinned. “That would be exciting.”

Bethany struggled to relax as he drove south. 

Eventually, he exited the highway and soon they were at an outdoor recreation center. 

She shook her head. “What are we doing here?”

“Go-karts. I thought it would be fun to race you. Game on?” He turned off the car.

She grinned. “Game on.” Bethany grabbed a green go-kart.

Titus nabbed a blue one. “Ready?” he yelled over the sound of the engines.

“You bet!” She took off with him hot on her wheels. The wind whipped her hair around and sometimes blew into her eyes, but she kept both hands on the wheel. Bethany laughed as Titus pulled up on a straight-away to pass her. She stepped on it and fell behind at the curve when she had a wider swing to make. 

His laugh rang in the air as he pulled ahead.

They alternated back and forth in the lead until the track owner flagged them to pull over. Their time was up. 

Ty helped her out.

She couldn’t stop smiling.

“Did you like that?”

“That was so fun. I’ve never done that before.”

“Can’t say that anymore, can you? How about a game of put-put before we try another race?”

“Miniature golf? Something else I’ve never done.”

“Double win for me today.”

“Triple.” Bethany worked to braid her unruly hair.

“Excuse me?”

“Applebees. I’ve never eaten there before either.”

“Wow. We’re having an adventurous date.” He wrapped an arm around her side and squeezed her close.

Bethany couldn’t breathe, not because the contact was unwelcome. She longed for more. There was something comfortable and safe when she was with Titus. Maybe she was growing more than she realized. She trusted this man. 

He took off to pay for the games and returned with a putter for both of them and two golf balls. Hers was lime green and his was the standard white.

“They seriously had a green ball?”

Titus nodded. “Let’s go.”

“Are we keeping score?”

“Do you really want to?”

“No.”

“Let’s not. We’ll declare a winner at each hole.”

“Based on the most hits or least?” Bethany grinned up at him.

He stopped to think and burst out laughing. 

She loved the sound.

“One winner for each,” Ty quipped. “Ladies first.”

Hole by hole they started to work their way through the course, alternating who had the most or least points per hole. They reached the eighth of nine holes when someone called.

“Bethany Joelle? Is that really you?” The woman’s voice rang across the course as she made her way over to them. 

Bethany stopped and stared. “Margaret?”

Her answer was a bear hug that lifted her off her feet. “I can’t believe I found you!”

A throat clearing caught Bethany’s attention.

“Maggie, this is my date, Titus. Ty, this is Margaret. She would have been my sister had her father Russ not died. Maggie, they wouldn’t let me come or even know when it happened. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Maggie rocked back on her heels. “He would be thrilled to see you dating a mechanic. Bethany Joelle, we were devastated they took you away. Mom still wanted to go through with the adoption, but the door slammed, and we couldn’t contact you and Dad grew worse and it was such a mess. It was harder on all of us because you weren’t there. It was like we had two losses to grieve at once. But that was years ago now. How can I contact you? Mother’s been searching for you. It would be sweet to bring you two together again.”

Bethany blinked back tears. Ty’s hand on her back gave her strength. “Sure. I would love that. I’ve missed you all so much.”

Maggie thrust a piece of paper and pencil to Bethany who wrote out her phone numbers and handed them back.

Titus handed her his business card with his personal cell phone number on it. “Take this too. She doesn’t have a cell, but sometimes I can figure out where she is if you need me to.”

Bethany nodded. “Yeah, we serve in a ministry together so we cross paths often.”

Maggie bounced with joy. “Oh, this is sooo exciting! Listen, I’ve gotta go, the kids are squirrelly and hopefully I can introduce you to them another time. I was pregnant with the first when Dad died but had two more after that. Hard to believe enough time has passed for that to happen.” She gave Bethany a rib-cracking squeeze. “Bye!” The woman left.

“You OK?” Titus asked.

Bethany reached out to grab his arm. “Her hugs are really strong. I need to catch my breath.”

“Your ribs?”

“Still tender.”

“We’re almost done here anyway. Let’s put these away and I’ll get you some water.”

“Thanks. Sounds wonderful.” She allowed him to take her putter and pick up her ball.

Leading her to the small beverage center he found a sheltered spot for her to sit, left to return their stuff, and fetch the promised water. When he returned, Ty uncapped it and handed it to her.

~*~

“How did she know I was a mechanic?” he asked as he sat adjacent to her.

Bethany tilted her head and looked at him with a soft smile playing on her lips. She took a sip of soda. “Thank you for this, by the way.” She took another sip, put the cap on and set it on the table. She reached for his free hand and looked at his fingers. “This was probably her first giveaway, as well as this.” She entwined her fingers with his so he could see her fingers—chipped nails with some dirt still underneath them. “These are nothing to be ashamed of, Titus. You work hard and you do your job well.”

Did she understand how her touch affected him? It was as if she’d launched a grappling hook straight into his heart. It dug in deep and he didn’t want to react too strongly lest he lose her. He brought their joined hands up and kissed each finger while watching her eyes dilate.

“You’ve nothing to be ashamed of in your hands either. Or the scars on your arms. Or that beautiful hair you so often have to keep tucked up under a hat. I like you. A lot. I enjoy being with you. I’m so glad today resulted in a reunion like this. It is a good thing, right?”

“I think so. Just never imagined they missed me. I always thought I was unwanted. Cut off. Rejected. Not grieved over, missed, and searched for. I’m not sure whether I’m happy, sad, scared, or hopeful.”

“Or maybe all of them at once?”

“Yeah. If your hand hadn’t been supporting my back, I probably would’ve toppled over in shock. I think I’m still there. It’s unreal. Did that really happen?”

“Yes. I’m glad I got to be here. It’s good that someone from your past loved and missed you. You weren’t abandoned after all.”

“But so much time has passed.”

“True, and you’ll need to grieve for that, and embrace what God is doing now.”

“When the time comes for a face to face will you come with me?”

Titus put a hand to his chest. “Me? Why?”

“Because you’re a friend. One of the few I have. I’d feel safer with you there.”

“If I can do it, I’d be honored.”

“Thanks.” She released his hand and sipped some more water. “I’m not really in the mood for another race right now. You did promise me time with Cooper, right?”

“Yes. He’ll be thrilled to see you.”

“Let’s go take him for a walk if that’s OK with you.”

“Love to.” Titus stood and helped her up. 

They rode back to his house in silence.

“I have roommates, but they’re gone for now. Will is one of them. The other, Jonah, is out of town until tomorrow.”

“I’ll wait outside for you.”

“You can come in. It’s OK.”

“No. I appreciate the offer of hospitality but think it’s safer if I stay here.”

She was setting her boundaries. The thought of forcing any physical contact never crossed his mind, but she was right to be careful. He unlocked the door and Cooper ran down the stairs and leapt into Bethany’s arms, frantically kissing her. Ty grabbed the leash, attached it, and hooked the handle on her hand. “Well, I guess he’s made his preference known. Were you upset when I adopted him?”

Bethany placed the dog on the ground, but he barked and spun in circles. 

They started to walk, and the dog took his place between and slightly ahead of them. The sidewalk was free of other pedestrians.

“Heartbroken. I had never thought of having a dog, but something about Coop resonated with me. As if we were linked. But I’m not around much, and while Adele looked forward to sharing him as a pet, it is better that he’s with you.”

“Sometimes I wonder. Given how attached he is to you it’s almost as though I’m chopped liver when you’re around.”

“Because he pays no attention to you or because I focus all my attention on him?”

“Maybe a little of both.”

She chuckled. “He gives unconditional love and acceptance. In spite of all he’s been through he’s capable of love. I’m not sure my heart is that free.”

They walked for several blocks in a comfortable silence.

“Thanks for a wonderful afternoon, Titus. I don’t know that I’ve ever had a time in my life I’ve enjoyed more.”

He perked up. “Really? It’s not like we did anything fancy.”

“No. But we did what we enjoyed—together. It was fun and I didn’t think I knew how to have fun anymore. Or if I ever did. Today was a beautiful gift.”

“You’re welcome. To be honest, I’m usually too busy to go out and do fun stuff. You were a good excuse to do that and I enjoyed myself as well.”

As they reached his home she knelt down in the grass to pet the dog some more. “Cooper, you are one blessed doggie, you know that? You’ve got a good guy.”

The dog flipped on his back and wiggled in the grass, inviting her to pet his tummy, which she did. She peeked up at Ty. “I think I should probably go home now.”

He nodded. “Let’s take Coop with us.”

“OK. He can run free for a few minutes out there.”

“He’ll love that.”

Bethany picked up the dog, put him in the cab, and crawled in after him as Ty shut the door behind her. 

Cooper didn’t pay attention to Titus getting in but was more focused in looking out the window from the comfort of Bethany’s lap.

When they arrived in her driveway, Adele was home. 

Cooper jumped down, ran to the older lady, and spun in circles until she bent down to pet him. 

Ty helped Bethany out of the truck and they wandered over to Adele.

“Did you kids have a nice afternoon?”

Bethany grinned. “We did. One unexpected surprise after another.”

“You’re not fond of surprises,” the older lady said.

“I might be changing my mind on that if Titus is planning them.” She grabbed his hand and squeezed. She didn’t release it. 

The grappling hook was lodged tight in his heart once again.

“I’m going inside. Cooper, don’t mess with my flower bed no matter what the rabbits are up to. You hear me?” 

The dog sat, wagged his tail, and panted with his tongue hanging out. 

“Nice seeing you again, Titus.” With that, Adele left them.

“Can I show you something?” Bethany asked.

“Sure.”

“Come this way.” She led him to the flower garden. 

They entered through a trellis and walked down a wood-chipped path through a variety of blooms, until they reached a bench under a tree. 

Bethany sat down and patted the seat. 

Ty sat.

Cooper collapsed under the bench.

“Sometimes I like to come, sit here, and listen,” Bethany whispered.

“To what?”

“The wind. The birds. My own scrambled thoughts.” She released his hand.

He put his arm up behind her. She scooted closer and he closed his eyes at the scent of vanilla along with the various other scents in the garden. Hers was the most potent. He let his arm come down to hug her and she allowed it, leaning her head against his shoulder. He bent down to kiss her hair.

“Thank you again for this day, Ty.” She looked up at him.

Did he dare kiss those delectable lips? He swallowed hard. “I enjoyed it as much as you did. Although that last surprise wasn’t in my plans. Obviously, it was in God’s.”

She relaxed against him. “Yeah, God’s timing is always a mystery to me. I’m an ingrate to even complain about it. He’s perfect after all, right? But after years of hurting and longing…today knocked the wind out of me.”

“It’s OK. You’ll recover. Enjoy the truth that He knows your deepest desires and longs to meet you there.”

“Yeah, but not all my desires are noble. Wanting to be loved, that’s a selfish one.”

Titus backed away from her. “Selfish? It’s how God designed us. To live in community. To have a relationship with Him and others.”

“Perhaps you’re right. I have so much to learn and I’ve been doing this ‘life’ thing by myself for so long.”

“But you don’t need to do that anymore.” Ty hugged her close again, resting his head on hers.

“Thanks, Titus.”

“For what?”

“For listening, caring, and being a friend.”

“I’m honored to be your friend, Bethany Joelle.”

Cooper chose that moment to bolt out to chase a rabbit. Thankfully away from Adele’s garden. 

Ty sighed. “Guess that’s my cue to leave, huh?”

“Probably. I have stuff to do before an early bedtime. I work tomorrow.”

He stood. “I’ll see you at the garage later?”

She allowed him to pull her to her feet. She wrapped both arms around him and her head rested against his chest. “Yeah. You will.” She released him.

They walked side by side to the truck. 

Cooper came without being called and jumped in when Bethany opened the passenger door. “He thinks I’m going with you.” She shut the door and followed Ty to his side.

Cooper jumped up and barked at the closed window. 

Ty climbed in and rolled down the window. “He’ll be impossible now, you realize that, right?”

“Sorry.”

“You don’t sound apologetic.”

“Well, I can’t really change anything, and wouldn’t want to. It was a good date.”

“Yeah. It was. Have a good night.” He started the engine. 

The dog appeared in his lap to look down at Bethany. 

“You, too.” She waved.

He rolled up the window, displaced the dog, and backed out of the driveway. It had been a good day. One of the best he could ever remember having in a long time. Thank you, God.
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Newman’s first law: It’s useless to put your brakes on 

when you’re upside down.

Paul Newman

On Monday morning, Bethany wanted to bask in her memories of Sunday afternoon. Titus had arranged their date with something they would both enjoy. No one had ever considered what she would like before. She longed to kiss him in the garden. She waited for it but he’d held back and that made her respect him even more. He honored her in that moment. Her emotions were running high after meeting someone who had been her “sister” for two years. The wonder of that! The surprise still stunned her.

She would connect with her foster mother again. The one who’d wanted to adopt her. It saddened her to understand that all these years when she felt abandoned and rejected, she wasn’t. All her suffering and pain, the abuses she endured, could have been avoided. It wasn’t right but there was nothing to be done about it now. Except maybe to forgive and heal.

She hummed as she worked.

Jack winked at her without saying a word. 

When she was done, she selected some glazed raised donuts for Titus and a mixed selection to take for the rest of the volunteer mechanics. She endured the heat on the way home, tried to nap, failed, and finally took off for the shop.

Titus wasn’t around. She put Ty’s donuts in the office and the rest in the break room. As she started working on a car the guys congregated to enjoy the treat. 

Ty arrived an hour later.

She’d just driven the car out to the lot to park it until it was donated to someone. She brought the keys into the office.

“B.J., stay for a minute. Close the door.” He sat at the desk and a smile overtook his face when he spied the donuts. “For me?”

“Yeah. I know they’re your favorite.”

“They are. Thank you. What kind do you like best?”

“I don’t eat sweets.”

“Why?”

“I don’t really care for them.” She handed over the keys. “The blue sedan is ready.”

He regarded her for a moment and took the keys to put on the rack.

“Listen, I need to go. Did you need to see me for something? I have an early morning tomorrow and I didn’t sleep well last night after all that happened yesterday.”

He nodded. “No, just wanted to see you. I understand. You’ll be here tomorrow?”

“Maybe. If all goes well I expect to be here.”

He smiled.

Her insides warmed in response. 

“I’ll see you then. Sleep well.”

“Thanks.”

With that, Bethany hopped on her scooter and headed for home.

~*~

Tuesday after work, Bethany Joelle drove over to Skye’s home.

“Bethany! How wonderful to see you. Come in. The kids are down for their naps, so this is a perfect time to talk.”

“I didn’t interrupt your painting time, did I?”

“I haven’t started but wasn’t planning to do that today. Laundry calls instead. What can I do for you?”

“I have a date with Miles on Friday night. A dress-up date. I don’t even own a dress or skirt or anything.”

“And you thought I could help?”

“Well, you’re the only woman I know I could ask such a thing of and not feel like a total dork.”

“You are not a dork. Listen, I haven’t had much opportunity to do that either, but I do have a dress you might want to try. We’re about the same size. Come with me.” Skye led Bethany into a master bedroom and walk in closet. “Here. This I bought in New York at the insistence of my manager. In winter of all things. Look, here are the dress boots that go with them. I bet you have the legs to pull them off. Go try it on.”

Bethany reluctantly took the clothes and headed to the bathroom. She changed and slipped on the boots with some nylon footies Skye added to the pile. She emerged from the bathroom.

Skye’s eyes grew wide as she pulled Bethany in front of the full-length mirror on the wall.

She had never seen this person before. The one who stood before her. The dress hugged her curves, but not too snuggly. The sweetheart neckline was lower than she was used to. The lace sleeves were long, obscuring her scars. The boots gave her height. The dress fell to an inch above her knee and she wished it were longer.

“Leave your hair down. It’s so pretty. You really can’t go wrong with black for a night out. What do you think?”

“It’s kind of short.”

“Longer than most dresses are nowadays.”

“So, you think it looks good?”

“I think you look beautiful, Bethany Joelle. Take the dress and boots. You don’t need to return them either.”

Bethany sighed. “OK. Guess this will be my outfit for Friday’s date.”

“Good. Get changed and I’ll get these ready for you to take with you. And thank you for letting me be a friend and help you out like this.”

Bethany left with the dress and boots. She was too wound up to go to the shop, so she sat in the garden and soaked in the beauty and the silence around her in an attempt to wrestle down her misgivings about the date. This would be the last one with Miles for sure. She couldn’t be the arm candy he seemed to need to stroke his ego. And she couldn’t keep seeing two men at the same time. Titus never pressured her or asked, but Miles seemed possessive. If one didn’t get jealous the other surely would.

~*~

Friday night arrived, and Bethany was scheduled to work Saturday morning. She tried to get out of it, but she was stuck. A date tonight could go later than she wanted which meant little chance for sleep before morning.

She looked in the mirror in her bathroom. She applied a little makeup, something she rarely used. Simple silver earrings and a small silver necklace were all she owned to add to her outfit. She thought she looked dressed up enough to pass for Miles’ date. 

He pulled up to the grocery store in a yellow luxury sports car, different from the one he drove the other day. 

She couldn’t help but admire the sleek lines. 

Miles jumped out. “She’s a beauty, isn’t she?” Miles beamed as he walked around to open the door for her.

“You get to drive them? This isn’t yours, is it?”

“This is a model I’m driving around for a few days. Great advertising, huh?”

She settled into the plush leather seats. “These heat in the winter, right?”

“Sure do. And the heating and air conditioning can be temperature-controlled by each passenger.”

“It’s not a big car, eventually it’ll all be one temperature—hot or cold.”

“True, but what you feel blowing at you will be what you set it for.”

She buckled up. “It’s a sweet ride.”

Miles grinned. “It sure is. I’m hoping to purchase one of these for myself one of these days.”

“What do you normally drive?”

“I had an older car but sold it. Didn’t think it was worth keeping when I can drive these anytime I want.”

“I suppose.”

They arrived at the restaurant and Miles escorted her inside with his hand on her lower back. 

A beautiful blonde greeted them and took them to their reserved seats.

Miles wouldn’t let her order and never even asked her what she liked. Thankfully, she had no known allergies. The restaurant had a nice atmosphere and the fresh baked bread was wonderful. She only wanted water, but Miles had ordered wine. She pretended to sip it, barely getting a taste on her lips and tongue. The odd taste didn’t appeal. She’d never learned to like wine even though he assured her this was an excellent one. 

“I made some huge sales this week…” Miles went into the long drawn out tales of each sale, the objections he’d overridden and how much money he’d make. “Tonight is a bit of a celebration. I’m aiming to beat my previous record.”

Bethany ate a fourth of her meal before she was stuffed. It was delicious, noodles, some kind of cream sauce, and chicken. 

Miles signaled the waiter for the bill. 

While he was distracted, Bethany poured her wine into his glass, not wanting to make a big deal out of the fact she simply didn’t enjoy it. Since he seemed to like it, she’d not spoil his pleasure in the beverage.

Bethany’s eyelids dropped. She was tired from the long day. Maybe if she splashed some water on her face, she’d wake up. “Excuse me, Miles. I need to use the ladies room. I’ll be right back.” She stifled a yawn. After washing her hands and freshening up her lip gloss she came back to the table. 

Miles had a sly grin on his face.  “Did I tell you how fabulous you look tonight? I’m proud to be seen with such a beautiful woman on my arm. ‘Only the best,’ as my mom would say.” He raised a glass to her. 

He’d filled her glass again. She clinked his glass with her own, took a small sip and set it down. 

The waitress returned with his credit card and Miles signed the slip.

“Miles, this has been a lovely evening, but I did get called into work and it’s already nine-thirty. I need to get home, so I can get some sleep.” 

Her date frowned. “No. I have plans. You promised me tonight was mine.”

“I promised I would be your date to dinner. Nothing more.”

He rose from the table. “Come on, then.”

Bethany got into her side of the car. “It’d be fun to drive this car.”

“Well, you can’t. It’s only insured for potential buyers and salesmen to drive,” he snapped. The tires squealed as he hit the highway.

“Can we stop at a convenience store? I need a bottle of water. That wine made me thirsty.” 

He stopped at the first gas station, ran in, and returned to hand her the water. A few seconds later he started to drive. His hand rested on her knee and moved up her thigh. The car crossed the yellow line. 

She pushed his hand away as alarm rose within her. Was he drunk? His driving was erratic. But he’d only had two glasses of wine over the course of their meal.

Hitting a country road, he unexpectedly pulled over.

“What’s wrong?”

“I feel sick.” He jumped out of the car and ran into the bushes. 

A little nauseous herself, Bethany popped the panel on the passenger side of the car below the dash, pulled out all the fuses, and stuck them in the glove compartment. 

Miles climbed back in, grabbed her water, gargled, and spat it out into the road. He handed it back to her and turned the engine key. Nothing. He tried again. Nothing. “Oh, well. We can enjoy being stranded here for a while.” He reached across the front seat and grabbed her as she tried to back away. 

Her dress ripped as she pulled back. “Miles. Stop this.” 

“Going to dinner with me and dressing like you did says ‘yes’ all over it.”

Bethany brought up a heeled boot and pushed him back against his door.

He howled but wasn’t quick enough to grab her. 

She stumbled out of the car and took off through the woods, grateful the tall boots protected her legs from ticks and poison ivy. He yelled curses. Hopefully, he was too sick to follow her.

She recognized the area. The road might have seemed ‘country’ but was only a few blocks from a residential section of town. As she hit concrete she unzipped the boots and carried them. One person could help her, and they lived about a mile away. So, she hoofed it, often walking on the soft grass. She wasn’t sure what was worse, the pieces of rock she would pick up on the concrete sidewalks or the occasional thistle that made her jump when accidently stepped on.

Bethany came to Pastor Dan’s and Skye’s home. She rang the bell. No one answered. Spying the porch swing she sat down on it. Soon she curled up on the hard wood and drifted to sleep. When the swing moved, the motion sensor went off, but Bethany Joelle didn’t mind. She’d found a safe place for the moment. Even if Miles could get the car started again, he’d never think to search for her here.

A car door slammed, and Bethany’s eyelids shot open. The motion light hadn’t gone off by the front door yet, so she stayed still.

“Shall we take a walk around the block?” a male voice said.

“Let me drop off my purse inside.”

Footsteps.

The light flicked on.

Bethany struggled to rise. “Skye, you’re home.”

“Bethany? What happened?” Skye rushed to Bethany and pulled her up from the swing.

Bethany grabbed the boots and hobbled to the door as Skye supported her. Her feet ached. Her head pounded. “Bad date. I need to get to my car and go home. I work in the morning.”

“I’ll call Titus,” Dan suggested. His phone rang. “Speaking of…” He picked up. “Ty? Yeah, she’s here.” Pause. “Not sure, I was just going to call you.” He handed the phone to Bethany. “Titus wants to talk to you.” He pushed speakerphone and handed it to Bethany.

Bethany took the phone. “Hi.”

“Are you OK?”

“I’ll survive. I need to get my car. I work in the morning.”

“I called because I saw it in the parking lot when I was there to give another vehicle a jump. It was late and I was worried. Weren’t you out with Miles?”

“Yes, why do you ask?”

“Because he just called me to give him a tow. Said his brand-new sports car wouldn’t start.”

“Check the glove box.” 

Titus chuckled. “I guess I shouldn’t have worried about you. Tell you what. Rest there and I’ll get your car to you after I take care of Miles. Get some sleep. OK?”

“I don’t want to impose.” Bethany looked at Skye who frowned.

“It’s no imposition. We have a spare bedroom. The kids are with my mother for the evening.”

“But I need to be up early, and I need clothes.” It was already eleven-thirty.

“We’re the same size. We’ll get you fixed up.”

“Alarm?”

“We have one you can use,” Skye responded.

Bethany spoke into the phone. “Fine. I’m going to get some sleep. Thanks, Titus.”

“What are friends for?” he said as he hung up.

Friends indeed.

~*~

He found Miles slumped over his steering wheel snoring to beat the band. “Hey. Wake up.”

“What? Huh? Where’s Beth?”

“Somewhere safe from what I gather,” Titus said.

“Car won’t start.”

“So, you’ve claimed. I wonder if you’re safe to drive.”

“Iz fine.” Miles’s speech slurred.

“I need to tow it in. Why don’t you get in the cab while I get this hooked up?”

“OK.” Miles stumbled out of the vehicle and kicked the tires. “Awful night.”

Miles tripped and walked an uneven path to the wrecker. He fell once trying to get in. 

Titus checked the glove box, found the fuses, and hooked up the car. Humor at Bethany’s resourcefulness warred with his anger at the way he guessed she’d been treated. It had to be a at least three miles to Dan and Skye’s home. Bethany wouldn’t have sabotaged the car and hiked that distance unless she felt unsafe. He wanted to punch Miles, but the man was a major supporter of their ministry. He wouldn’t risk losing that to satisfy his own sense of vengeance. God could take care of that.

Titus drove the car to the dealership’s maintenance area. Miles slept on. Ty reset the fuses and tested the car. Started like a charm. He dropped the keys in the mailbox by the garage and took Miles home. He had to half-drag the man into his condo and left him where he fell on the couch. Ty placed the bill on the kitchen counter near the coffee pot. 

Once back in his vehicle, he got Bethany’s car and towed it to Dan and Skye’s home, leaving it out front. The house was dark. He hoped she was getting rest. Perhaps someday she would trust him with the story. He did not leave her a bill.

The next morning, he received a call from Mile’s boss. “Titus Rickmeyer? Miles said you towed the sports car last night. It wouldn’t run?”

“Yes, sir.”

“We can’t find anything wrong with the car.”

“There’s nothing wrong with the car. There was a problem with the operator. Someone made sure he couldn’t drive it because it would have been unsafe for him to do so.” Ty felt bad for Miles, but he couldn’t lie. 

“What was his problem?”

“When I was there, he appeared to have had too much to drink,” Ty said.

“‘Nuff said. I’m assuming you corrected the issue with the car?”

“Yes sir, she should be as good as new.”

“Was he with anyone?”

“There was no one else there.”

“Thank you.”

“You are more than welcome.” Titus hung up feeling much better. There would be consequences. He was just grateful Bethany had the skill to stop the man from following her.

~*~

Bethany struggled to keep her eyes open through her shift at work. Every step hurt, partly because of her walk the previous evening and partly due to wearing shoes that weren’t hers, even though they fit. Fortunately, she had extra clothes in her locker so she was able to change out of the sweats Skye loaned her. She promised her friend a full accounting when work was done. She planned on bringing a box of donuts as well.

The shift ended, and Bethany dragged herself into the hot sunshine. She scanned the lot, half expecting Miles to be there to harangue her, but thankfully he wasn’t. She got to her car and drove to the Winks’ home. Ty’s truck was parked out front. She shook her head. Skye was definitely not above matchmaking even after last night’s craziness.

The door flung open as she walked up the steps and Cooper launched himself at her but ended up sitting at her feet barking since her arms were full. She handed the box to Skye. “I hope the heat in my car didn’t melt these.”

Skye peeked inside, and her eyes lit up. “The kids will be forever in love with you. I’ll hide these until morning.” Skye bustled off.  

Titus stood a few steps back, leaning against the wall. 

Bethany placed a grocery bag with the borrowed clothes on the floor and scooped up the wiggly dog, allowing him kisses.

“Are you really OK?” Titus asked.

“Considering everything, I’m fine—exhausted, my feet hurt, and I have shin splints, but if that’s as bad as it gets I’m grateful. Thank you for bringing me my car.”

Titus led her into the living room and sat on the couch, patting the seat next to him. 

Cooper went in search of the kids to play. 

Ty pulled her legs up across his lap and pulled off her shoes.

“Don’t do that. My feet probably stink.”

Ty didn’t listen. The socks came off next and he frowned. “Blisters. Did you really walk all the way here?”

“Through the woods in high-heeled boots and the rest of the way barefoot.” 

He carefully kneaded the ball of one foot and then the other. 

Bethany leaned back, letting her head drop. Had anyone touched her feet before? Every muscle relaxed and she drifted to sleep.

When she awoke, a pillow was under her head and a glass of ice water was within reach. The house was air-conditioned, and a lightweight blanket was over her feet. The room was empty. She struggled to rise, but her muscles protested her movement. What time was it anyway? She spied a clock on the wall. Three o’clock? Her stomach growled. She rose to use the restroom and wandered from there into the kitchen. No one was around. She peeked out the front window. Ty’s truck was gone. He’d probably gone to the garage. She wasn’t up for that today.

Skye appeared from the area of the porch. “You’re awake. Did you sleep well?”

“I still feel exhausted. I need to go home. I wanted to thank you for everything.”

“Sit.”

Bethany pulled out a chair at the kitchen table and lowered herself into it.

“Wanna tell me what happened last night?”

“Miles took me to dinner. He pressured me to drink the wine. I had a tiny sip to appease him, but it tasted bitter, and I didn’t like it. I’ve never liked wine. Instead of drink it, when he wasn’t looking I would give him a little of my wine leaving some in my glass so he never caught on. I figured if he was a drinker, a little bit extra wouldn’t actually get him drunk. But after we took off in the car, he started acting funny.

“I was thirsty, so we stopped at a convenience store and he got me some water. As I sipped it, his hands kept wandering where they shouldn’t be. He took off driving, but he wasn’t right. So, when he pulled over to throw up in the woods, I pulled the fuses. He couldn’t get the car started so he grabbed for me. Said I ‘owed him.’ I pushed him away and escaped the car. He didn’t follow me. The rest I think you can figure out.” 

Skye frowned. “I’m glad you kept him from driving further in his condition. Smart move disabling the car.”

“I didn’t realize what he’d planned. I’m sorry about your dress.”

“It’s obvious from the torn fabric of the dress what he thought you ‘owed’ him. I’m so sorry. You’re not seeing him again, are you?”

“Definitely not. I already determined that I wouldn’t date him anymore. He thinks quite highly of himself and after last night, my choice to cease any relationship with him was affirmed.”

“I agree. I’m honored you came to me for help.”

“Thanks for being my friend. I don’t know much about being a friend. I’m not sure what to do now.”

“You’ve already done it. You need to go home and get some sleep. Here’s my phone number. If you need anything, call. If I can help you, I will.”

“Thanks, Skye.” Bethany rose and walked into the redhead’s open arms and returned the hug. She turned and left to go home.

She had a friend. Thank you, Lord.
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Life is really simple, but we insist on making it complicated.

Confucius

Titus missed Bethany on Sunday. Miles was there looking as spiffy as normal. Skye mentioned that Bethany’s dress had been ripped. He wished he could have seen her all dolled up. Skye had taken a photo when Bethany had tried on the dress and boots and again Friday evening when she had shown up exhausted. When Skye showed it to him, it was all he could do not to whistle in appreciation and growl in anger.

Bethany hadn’t shown up at the garage. He figured she’d worked this morning, yet he still searched the crowd.

Miles approached him after the service. “Hey, Ty, the mechanics are giving me a hard time about the car. They couldn’t find anything wrong with it. But you were there. I couldn’t get it to start. What happened?”

Titus folded his arms across his chest. “Why don’t you tell me? You didn’t look too good Friday night. Were you driving under the influence of an intoxicant?”

“I had a glass or two of wine at dinner, but that’s nothing for me. I don’t remember much. Where’d Beth go? I couldn’t figure out that part. Did I leave her somewhere? Or did someone come and get her?”

“You really have no idea?” 

“I don’t and it’s really annoying. She didn’t take advantage of me, did she?”

“Take advantage? Bethany Joelle? She’d never do that.”

“I should call her, but all I can figure is that she left me. I’ve got bruises too. She didn’t beat me up, did she?”

“A little thing like her?” Ty’s eyebrows rose. 

“Well, she should have called me. I had plans and she abandoned me. Wish I understood what happened to that car. Not sure how I’ll live it down. My boss gave me a tongue lashing on Saturday, said he’d heard I inappropriately represented the company. He took my car away. I had to purchase an old beater to drive until I have enough saved up for a new car.”

“I thought you were saving for that.”

“Well, yeah, but a couple of vacations dipped into my savings. And a big-screen monitor to watch television. And these suits don’t come cheap, either. I have an image to maintain.”

“How’s your new car helping you with that image?”

“I’ve got a call into my dad to see if I can borrow one of his cars. He’s got some nice ones. I should know since I sold them to him.” Miles winked and elbowed Titus. “I’m sure you know what I mean.”

“I’m sure I don’t. Have a nice day, Miles.” Ty started to walk away.

“I’ll be stopping in the garage Tuesday.”

Titus turned. “Why?”

“To see if you have needs. Maybe I’ll learn something about cars while I’m there,” Miles called out.

“You can’t learn much about cars if you won’t even touch them.”

“I can put gas in my car and the wiper fluid stuff.” Miles puffed out his chest.

“Whoopdeedo for you,” Ty whispered under his breath and left the building. 

~*~

Titus longed to meet Bethany after her shift but figured she needed some space. He went to the store’s parking lot and idled in a distant spot with a good view. Cooper was thrilled to be with him. The dog would spot Bethany before he would. Ty wanted to make sure that Miles didn’t hassle Bethany.

Bethany walked out, head down. She stepped across the parking lot and walked until she got to her car at the rear of the lot. 

Cooper whined the entire time.

Bethany drove away.

“I know, boy, you want to be with her. Strangely enough, so do I. Let’s go home. I need to mow the lawn.” Ty took off for his own residence.

~*~

He’d showered and sat down to relax with Cooper in his lap when his phone rang.

“Hey, Mom.”

“I was wondering if my son would ever call me,” she said.

“Ha! You’re the one traveling. How am I to know when you’re available to talk? How is it flying the friendly skies?”

“I’m having a blast. Just returned from a trip to New York. Not a long layover. Enough to sleep and get back on the plane.”

“Sounds exhausting.”

“It is. But I meet fascinating people.”

“I’m glad, Mom.”

“So how is my handsome son doing? Meet any girls who catch your fancy?”

“As a matter of fact, I have. She’s unique, mom. She knows cars and can even do most repairs.”

“Marry her. Quick. Before she changes her mind.”

“Mom!”

“Just kidding, sweetheart. You know I love you.”

“Yeah. I know. I also adopted a dog. A Maltese-mix named Cooper. The girl I mentioned found him abused and abandoned in the trunk of a vehicle donated to the ministry.”

“How’s that going?”

“Well, but I’m wondering if I’ll be losing a source of funding soon.”

“Why?”

“I may need to confront the man on some sin issues. He’s got a pretty high opinion of himself.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. If it makes you feel any better, some of the other stewardesses who were single moms have pooled some money together. I’ll drop it off tomorrow if that’s OK.”

“Sure. I should be there. Maybe you’ll get to meet B.J.”

“That’s the girl?”

“Bethany Joelle, but the guys at the shop don’t know she’s a woman so don’t let on.”

“Are they blind?”

“No. She keeps to herself. Does her work. And looks like a teen boy in her getup.”

“Interesting. And how long did she fool you?”

“Too long. Now I can’t believe I missed the clues.”

“She was what you expected him to be.”

“Exactly.”

“So, if she rescued the dog, why do you have it?”

“I didn’t realize he was a she at the time, and adopted the dog, not realizing she had hoped to do so. Cooper adores her.”

“Sounds like a smart dog.”

“I’d like to think so.”

“So, tell me more about this girl…”

“Sure, mom. She’s a petite strawberry-blonde who also works as a baker’s assistant at a grocery store…”

~*~

Titus climbed into bed mulling over his conversation with his mother. She always encouraged his white-knight tendencies, saying they were the opposite of his father, whom he’d never really known. But he’d also learned over the years that he couldn’t rescue everyone. The dog snuggled up at his feet on the bed brought a grin to his face. Well, maybe not everyone, but sometimes it was good to step up and help. And he had an idea for Bethany. He’d handle it on one of his breaks tomorrow. He hoped she wouldn’t be angry with him when he told her.

~*~

Monday was a long day, and it seemed that everyone was a tad grumpy. Every step Bethany took was etched in agony. Titus had called last night and asked that she stop in later at the garage. He wanted her to meet someone and assured her it wasn’t Miles. He did suggest she not come in with the purpose of working tonight, however. She was grateful for that.

When her shift was over, she dragged her aching body home. She left a loaf of fresh-baked bread on the counter for Adele. 

Bethany put on a tank top without the long-sleeved shirt she usually wore. She headed out to the riding mower for an hour of sun, shade, and the heady scent of fresh-cut grass.

After a shower, she dressed for the garage. Her damp hair went up in a braid tucked tightly under her ball cap. Her skin was pink from the sun—a perpetual blush. It’d hurt for a day or two and likely fade away leaving no tan. She’d read the only way to really get good vitamin D was through sun exposure so she figured she’d try it.

She made a sandwich and sat on the back porch to eat. She’d skipped a nap today, but hopefully, she’d be home early and could hit the sack. She wondered if Cooper would be at the garage. She longed for a little puppy lovin’ tonight.

After cleaning up the kitchen she hopped on the scooter. Tucking her cap in the storage area she fastened her helmet and took off. 

Ty was around as were some of the other guys. 

Making sure her hair was tucked in, she went through to the office where Titus had requested she wait. 

Everyone had their heads into their work and the local Christian radio station played over the speakers combining with the clinks and whirrs of tools and machines.

The garage doors were open, but the air was still sultry and warm with little breeze to cool off the space. She entered. At least the office space and the break room, benefited from air conditioning.

Cooper leapt up to greet her. 

“Hey, Coop.” She lifted the dog and snuggled him close as he licked her face.

“You must be B.J.,” a voice said. A woman’s voice.

Bethany turned to take in the vision of a tall, lithe woman with short, dark, wavy hair and brown eyes. “Oh, hello. I’m sorry.” She set the dog down and reached out a hand. “Yes, I’m B.J., Titus asked me to come tonight and wait for him in here.”

The woman gave a broad smile. “My name is Tanya. I’m Ty’s mother. Come, sit down. He’s working on something with the guys so we can chat until he’s available.”

Cooper jumped onto Bethany’s lap as if claiming her as his own and standing guard over her.

“Cooper adores you,” Tanya said.

“I rescued him, so we have a special bond. But he’s Ty’s dog.”

“So I hear. I also understand you are really Bethany Joelle, and my son has taken a shine to you.” The woman winked at her.

Bethany stuttered, not knowing how to respond. “He…he told you?”

“Yes. Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me. I think it’s funny that you fooled him for so long. He still can’t believe you managed that. You definitely got his attention. A woman who can fix cars? However did you learn that?”

“My foster father was a mechanic and taught me. It was the best foster home I’d ever been in. I learned to like cars. Easier to figure out than people most times.”

“Safer too, I suspect.”

B.J. nodded. “All Titus has told me is that you were a single mom and raised him alone.”

Tanya nodded. “I did. I’m so proud of the man he’s grown to be. So very different from his father.”

“Do you live or work around here?”

“I’m a stewardess for an airline. I’m often jet-setting about. I used to work at General Mitchell field on the ground but once Titus left home, I took to the skies and enjoy the adventure.”

“I’ve never flown in a plane.”

“Taking off is my favorite part, the moment the plane leaves the ground and we are soaring through the sky is like magic to me. And landing as well. I enjoy the people I work with and meet.”

“Sounds great.”

“But it means I’m not around much to check in on my son. I fly out tomorrow again.” She paused. “Enough about me. Titus tells me you’re a baker by day?”

“More like by early morning ‘till noon.”

“And then you come here to work?”

“Most of the time. I get off work, head home for a nap, and come here. I don’t stay late since I work early in the morning.”

The door swung open and Titus strode in. 

Cooper jumped off B.J.’s lap to greet him. 

Ty picked him up. “Mom? B.J.? I didn’t realize either of you had arrived.”

Bethany stood. “I really should get going. It was a pleasure to meet you, Tanya. Safe travels.”

Tanya stood and wrapped her arms around Beth. “The pleasure was all mine. I hope we get to talk again soon.”

“You’re leaving?” Titus asked.

“Yeah. I think you and your mom need some time together.”

“Are you coming to work tomorrow?”

“That’s my plan. Still sore, so I’m grateful for a night off.”

“Did you mow the lawn today?”

“How’d you know?”

He touched her nose. “You’re pink.”

“Oh, yeah. Not a fan of sunscreen and left my cap in the house.” She gave Cooper a scratch behind the ears. “Be a good dog, Coop.” She kissed the pup on his head and earned a lick. “Good night.”

“Night,” Titus and his mother both said in unison.

~*~

B.J. left. 

Cooper whined at the loss of his favorite person.

“I like your girl, Ty.” His mother sat back down.

Titus let the dog down and leaned against the desk as he focused on his mom. “She’s not ‘my girl.’”

Tanya’s eyebrows rose. “Isn’t she? I beg to differ. That girl is half-way in love with you.”

“How would you even know that?”

“Mother’s intuition. And I approve by the way, whatever difference that makes to you.”

“I appreciate your vote of confidence, but where B.J. is concerned, nothing is certain. She’s skittish. She’s been through a lot and I’m not even sure yet what it all is. She’s not very transparent.”

“She is where it counts. She’s loyal to you. You mentioned she saved you too, right?”

“Yeah. She did.”

“Don’t let this one get away from you.”

“Mom…”

“Don’t ‘mom’ me. You’ve been beating yourself up for years over what happened with Carly. She made a bad choice and you don’t need to keep punishing yourself for it.”

Ty shook his head. “If I heeded your advice, she never would have been in that situation. Ultimately, I’m to blame.”

“You tried to make it right, but I disagreed with that. It would have been a disaster. I’m not pleased that her choice led to her death, but you need to move on.”

“I’m afraid I’ll hurt B.J.”

“How? By being faithful, godly, and loving?”

“I got so caught up in trying to understand who she is I forgot who I am. She doesn’t know my past. Once she does she’ll hate me.”

“You said she’s a Christian?”

“Yeah, but she’s been hurt pretty bad. Once I share that I’ll lose any chance with her. Not that I deserve her.”

“You don’t give her enough credit.”

“I don’t want to mess up again.”

“I think you’ve learned your lesson, son. Move on. Embrace life. Pursue the girl with honor and patience and the reward will be worth the effort.” Tanya rose again, patted her son’s cheek and reached for the doorknob. “I love you, Titus. Don’t ever forget that.”

“I know, Mom. Thanks for the pep talk.” Titus shoved himself away from the desk to follow her out. “I love you, too.” 
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Horsepower is how fast you hit the wall.

Torque is how far you take the wall with you.

Ross Bently

Tuesday was a long day and Titus went on several towing calls. He liked getting out of the garage and helping people. Most were grateful for his services. He slid into a store on the way back from dropping off a car and passenger. The day was almost over, but he needed to be ready to see Bethany tonight. He only hoped she would accept his gift.

He was at the garage working when she strode in. He set aside his tools and waved her to the office. Washing off his hands, he joined her there. No Cooper today.

Entering the office, she turned to face him. “Hey, Ty. It was nice meeting your mom yesterday. You’re blessed to have her.”

“Hopefully you’ll reunite with your ‘mom’ soon.”

She shrugged. “So much has happened since those days. I’m afraid to get my hopes up. She hasn’t called yet, but she might be busy, or maybe she changed her mind. I’m trying not to think about it. That was over ten years ago now. I’m not the same person as I was then and neither is she.”

“Love looks past all that.”

“Not in my experience.” She plopped into a chair. “You wanted to see me?”

“Yeah.” He walked over to his desk, opened a drawer and pulled out the item he wanted to give her. “I got this for you. No strings attached. I want you to be safe, especially after what happened this past weekend.” He handed it to her.

“A mobile phone?”

“My number, Skye’s cell, Pastor Dan’s cell, the garage, and the church, as well as your work, and Adele’s numbers are all programmed in there for you. It’s not the fanciest out there, but it’s enough to help if you have trouble again.”

She held the phone in her hand, bit her lip, and blinked rapidly. “I don’t know what to say, Titus. Thanks. I really shouldn’t, but I’m grateful for the gift and can’t find any good reason to refuse it. I’ve realized I need one but couldn’t figure out how to afford it. Is there anything I can contribute to your monthly bill?”

“No. I never use all my minutes anyway. I got a great deal on this. What little I spent is worth it to see you safe.”

She nodded. “Thanks. What’s my phone number?” 

He showed her where to find it.

Bethany slid it into the front pocket of her plaid shirt. “Guess I’d better get to work.”

“Don’t forget the charger.” He handed it over and she stuck it in her jeans pocket.

She went out to the garage, looked at the job board, initialed the one she was taking and went to work.

An hour later Miles walked into the shop and Titus met him by the office. “Ty, what can you teach me about cars today?”

Titus shook his head. “This isn’t a teaching institution. There are technical school classes you can take to learn about these things.”

A scowl clouded the man’s face. “You refuse to teach me after all I’ve done for this ministry?”

“I didn’t realize you were giving to the ministry to get something. I thought you were contributing because you cared about helping single moms.”

“I couldn’t care less about them. I like my work knowing I’m a supporter of this ministry. Makes me look good to them. Maybe you can check out my car? It’s making a funny noise.”

Titus pulled out a business card. “Call me here tomorrow and schedule a time to bring it in and we’ll take care of it.”

“You’re charging me?”

“Once again, this ministry is for single women, not irresponsible, egotistical car salesmen.”

Miles’s jaw dropped. “I’m a needy, single man. That should count for something. I’m entitled to your help, especially after all I’ve done for this place.”

“Sorry, dude. I think you need to leave now.”

“I’ll stop providing parts for you.”

“I’m fully prepared to find my parts elsewhere. You are not the only person or company willing to give us a handout here.”

“You’ll regret crossing me, Titus Rickmeyer.”

“I’ve been regretting working with you for some time now.”

Miles turned and stalked around the garage, bumping tools so they crashed to the floor as the men stopped their work to watch him. The adult temper tantrum left no volunteer untouched.

Ty grew concerned as he headed toward the area where B.J. worked.

Bethany was under a van and as Miles strode by, she slid out tripping him with her feet. Just as quickly she tucked back under the vehicle.

Miles cursed. The other guys around fought from laughing aloud as the man rose to his feet and went to kick at one of the jacks holding up the front end of the car. 

“Hey!” One of the men shouted as all the workers  raced to the car. 

The vehicle wobbled but the well-placed jack held firm. 

Miles stalked out of the garage without a backward glance. Titus and the other men were at the car in a flash, and he was grateful to see that while the vehicle wobbled, the well-placed jack held firm.

B.J. slid out, pale but unharmed.

“You OK?” Ty asked as she rose to her feet, wiping her oil covered hands on a rag. 

The men went back to their various jobs, relief visible in their faces.

“Yeah. Stupid of me. I know. Don’t antagonize the donors. I’m sorry, Titus.”

“I antagonized him, not you. You only delivered what was due. The man needed to be taken down a peg. You sure you’re OK?”

She nodded. “Job’s done. I’ll get the jacks down and head for home.”

Titus nodded. “You can head out after you wash off. I’ll take care of the jacks. Great job getting them placed. Your expertise saved your life.”

She went to wash up and check the job off the chart on the wall. More work needed to be done on that vehicle, but at least this job was completed. 

Ty bent to lower the jacks and was putting them away as B.J. walked out the side door.

~*~

Bethany put on her helmet and took off down the country lane toward home. A few miles from the garage, a car motor revved from behind gaining speed. Her little rearview mirror revealed a gold sedan racing toward her. She caught the license plate number. A shiver ran up her spine and she hugged as close to the gravel as she could so the vehicle could pass.

The first hit shoved her bike forward. The second caused her to veer off the road and somersault, bike and all, into the muddy ditch. 

The car sped up, driving away. 

Bethany was trapped under the scooter. She relaxed and took a deep breath before wiggling out from the wreckage and dragged herself up the incline away from the road. Slowly she removed her cracked helmet. Her clothes were soaked with sludge. 

There was no sign of the gold vehicle.

Bethany Joelle gazed up at the late afternoon sky. Now what? She definitely wasn’t up to walking home or back to the garage. Her feet were still healing.

The phone. She had a phone. She pulled it out and flipped it open to find the contacts. She didn’t think twice about who to call. “Titus?” Her voice cracked.

“B.J.? Are you OK?”

“No. I got hit. The car drove off. I think it was Miles, but it was an old car. My scooter’s trashed. I didn’t know who else to call.”

“Where are you?”

She told him.

“Call the police. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Titus, if I report this and they find Miles, he’ll realize B.J. is really me, Bethany Joelle.”

“Call anyway. He needs to be held accountable. He almost killed you at the shop and would have if you weren’t as skilled as you are. He tried to harm you over the weekend. This has to stop.”

“OK. If you say so.” Weariness settled in. Bethany called 911 and gave them all the information about the hit and run. They asked her to stay on the line. She lay back into the weeds and closed her eyes. So tired.

“Bethany Joelle.” 

Ty’s voice pierced her thoughts. Had she fallen asleep? She never heard his truck. He jumped across the ditch and scrambled up the incline to sit by her side.

She opened her eyes and gave him a weak smile. “Hey. Thanks again for the phone. Definitely came in handy.” She let her head relax back into the grassy weeds. They made a scratchy pillow, but she was beyond caring.

Titus picked up her helmet. “I’m so glad you wore this. Bethany? Don’t go to sleep on me now. Come on.”

A siren came closer. Soon a police officer and ambulance were there. She was helped across the ditch to be assessed by the paramedics. They urged her to go to the emergency room, but she refused.

“I can take her home,” Ty offered. Once the police gave him permission, he took pictures of the scooter before hauling it out of the mud and tossing it into the back of his truck.

Bethany wasn’t steady on her feet and didn’t mind in the least that Titus had thrown a blanket over his leather seats before helping her into his truck.

The ride home was quiet, and she fought to keep her eyes open. The sun hadn’t even set yet.

Titus helped her out of the truck and up the back stairs.

Adele popped her head out of the kitchen door. Taking one look at Bethany she shot into motion. “Come in. Oh, my, dearie. What happened to you?”

“Did a little tango with a car that took exception to me being on the road,” Bethany quipped.

“Let me get you both something to eat. There’s fresh soup here and the bread Bethany brought home yesterday.”

“Titus, will you stay for a little bit? I’m going to run upstairs, take a quick shower and I’ll be back down.” Bethany started up the stairs.

“Sure.” He sat at the table as Adele bustled around serving him.

Bethany made quick work of a shower and getting changed. She braided her wet hair to keep it out of her face, then threw on a t-shirt and pajama bottoms. Once Titus was gone she’d be in bed. She entered the kitchen to find Ty finishing up his meal.

“Hey.” He stood as she came into the room and pulled out a chair for her. “Eat something.”

“Not hungry.”

“Try.”

She took a few spoonfuls of soup and the bread. She sipped the iced tea. Leaning back in her chair she shook her head. “Where’s Adele?”

“I think she’s out in the garden, giving us time alone.”

“I don’t know what I did to deserve her.” She reached over to him. “Or you.” She pushed her chair back and stood. “Follow me.” She led him to the screened-in front porch, grabbed his hand, and drew him next to her on the swing. 

His arm went across the back of the wood.

She snuggled up into his side. “Thanks for being there tonight.”

“I’m honored you called me.”

She reached to touch the soft, short beard, turned his face towards hers, and gave him a kiss.

Oh, sweet heaven.

She closed her eyes as his lips responded and his arms wrapped around her. She savored the sensation his touch and the kiss drew forth. Had she ever felt so loved and wanted in her life?

~*~

After several minutes of overwhelming pleasure, Titus pulled back. “I’m sorry. I need to go.” He stood, and the swing jerked awkwardly. He caught Bethany Joelle before she fell off.

Eyes dilated with pleasure looked up at him, blinking. “Ty? What…?”

“I’m sorry. It’s hard—I mean difficult to explain. I have to go.” The screen door slammed shut behind him and he was to the car in a flash. Gravel spit out from under his tires as he peeled out of the driveway for home.

How dumb could he be? Letting her kiss him? She didn’t understand how weak he was. He’d never told her his dirty past. And now she probably thought he hated her. One more rejection for her to cope with because he lacked the courage to tell her to stay away from him. He was no good for any woman.

Why had he allowed himself to fall for her? He knew better. He’d forgotten the past, lulled by the intrigue of Bethany Joelle’s mysteries.

Tears came and he pulled over, leaned against the steering wheel, and wept.

~*~

Every muscle ached but Bethany’s heart hurt more as the dust spiraled behind Ty’s car. Had she done something wrong? Why did the one guy she didn’t like want to do unspeakable things to her and the one she loved ran from the pleasure of a kiss?

Loved?

Obviously not returned. Again. When would she learn?

Bethany swallowed hard and rose to her feet. Adele had cleaned up the kitchen so B.J. locked the doors and padded up the stairs. Climbing into the warm bed, Bethany was grateful for the window fan that moved the air around.

Alone. Always alone. And apparently destined to be that way. Her pillow grew damp as she drifted to sleep in an attempt to escape the pain in her body—and heart.

~*~

She dragged her aching self to work, placed stuff in her locker, turned the phone off and set it beside her keys.

“Bethany Joelle,” Jack sang as he came up to her. He stopped and stared. “Are you all right?”

She shook her head. “Hit-and-run last night while riding my scooter. It was totaled, and I hurt all over.”

“Go home.”

She looked up at him. “And do what? I need this job, Jack. Donuts are what keeps me from living in the gutter.” She swallowed hard.

“There’s more you’re not telling me. I thought we were friends.” Jack’s arms folded in front of him. His mustache twitched as he waited.

“I made the mistake of falling in love with a guy who doesn’t return my—”

“—affections?”

“Something like that.”

“A bruised heart can hurt more than broken bones.”

“I’ll work hard and I won’t complain.”

Jack frowned. “If you need to go, tell me. You don’t look so hot.”

“Thanks. I’d say I’ll be fine, but I don’t know if that’s possible. I’ll survive. Somehow.”

“By God’s grace. Don’t forget to lean on Him in your heartache. He understands. All of creation turned their back on their One true love. He is always faithful even when we aren’t. He understands better than anyone the pain of a broken heart.”

Bethany swallowed the tears that threatened. “I need to work. What’s today’s jam?”

Jack grinned and nodded. “How about 80’s classic rock?”

“I can probably handle that better than any country western tune today.”

“Good. I’ll crank it so you can forget your troubles for now. Just remember, they aren’t buried that easily.”

“I know. Like zombies, they rise to attack when you least expect.”

“Wow. You really are in a state today. Take it out on the dough.”

“Aye, aye, boss.” She gave a mock salute and went to get the flour and other ingredients needed to start her work. It would be a long day.

~*~

Bethany limped to the car. Every move today was agony. She drove home and found Adele gone. The house was stifling in the summer heat. She went to the front porch and looked at the swing where heaven had visited earth last night. She grabbed a pillow from the sofa and settled on the hard wood. Once the swing stopped wobbling, she cataloged her pains and drifted to sleep. She awoke several hours later and padded inside the house, returning the pillow to its home. 

Adele was still gone.

The house phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Bethany?”

“Hi, Titus.”

“I tried your phone, but you didn’t answer.”

“It’s turned off. I had no emergency so figured I’d save the battery.” She leaned against the wall.

“I was worried about you.”

“Why?”

“Listen, I’m sorry about last night. There are some things I haven’t told you and I don’t want to lead you on.”

“If I remember correctly, I led you.” Heat crawled up her neck at the memory of her forward behavior. She’d never done that before. She’d never even been kissed before.

His throat cleared. “Perhaps, but you were hurting and vulnerable and I shouldn’t have allowed that to happen.”

“I understand.” Foster kids are losers, not the kind of people one builds a lifelong relationship with. How could she forget that lesson?

“You do?”

“Sure. No problem.”

“Will you be coming into the garage tonight?”

“No.”

“Still sore?”

In so many ways. “Yeah. It was hard to work today.”

“I can imagine. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. You didn’t trip him. I did.”

“Was that on purpose?”

“I’m not sure.”

“I like you a lot, Bethany Joelle. Take care of yourself and call if you need anything. I look forward to you returning to the garage when you feel better.”

“OK.”

“Oh, I almost forgot. They arrested Miles. He could end up doing some jail time.”

“His father is rich and will hire the best attorneys. Bail will probably be posted.”

“I wouldn’t count on that. Sounds like daddy cut the apron strings recently.”

“One can only hope. Thanks for letting me know.”

“Stay safe, OK?”

“I don’t seem to have a good track record of that.”

“Try?”

“We’ll see. Bye, Titus.” She hung up the phone and collapsed into the chair.

~*~

Titus showed up at the garage and several men were working. One by one they stood and converged around him.

Will spoke. “We need to talk to you.”

Titus frowned. “OK. What’s up?”

Peter answered. “We know B.J. is a girl. We wanted you to understand we’re OK with her being here. She does good work.”

Eyes wide he scanned the faces of the men, all nodding their agreement. “You know?”

“Yeah, you didn’t?”

“She fooled me for a long time.”

Will laughed. “I figured it out within the first week she was here.”

Peter nudged Allen. “Love is blind, huh?”

The men chuckled.

“What are you talking about?”

“Aw, come on. You like her. We’re fine with you dating her. She’s cute under all the oil and that ball cap,” Silas added.

“Seriously, guys. How did you know she was a woman?”

“No facial hair. Come on, even a boy in his late teens would have some, and those cheekbones? Those lips? I’m glad I figured it out before you started spending time with her or I would have suspected you of well, you know…”

“Of what?” Titus asked, a threatening tone to his voice.

“Liking boys.”

Titus gulped. “No. I’m definitely attracted to women.”

“Especially that woman,” Will joked.

“That woman was struck by a car last night after she left here. Her scooter was wrecked. Think you could help me figure out how to fix it for her?” He motioned for them to follow him out to the truck. 

They peered into the bed.

“It was pretty old already, wasn’t it? Wouldn’t it be better if we all pitched in to buy her a newer model?” Will asked.

“I’d be willing to pitch in,” Sam said as the other men all voiced their agreement.

“Perhaps I should see what I can find on the used market before we start taking up a collection?”

The men all chorused their agreement, headed back inside, and went back to work. 

Titus lifted the broken scooter out of his truck and leaned it against the back of the shed. He was amazed she wasn’t hurt worse. Thank you, God.

He feared the crash in her heart from him probably ached more. But how did he repair that?
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Love all, trust a few, do wrong to none.

William Shakespeare

Bethany Joelle carried the phone except when she was working. She avoided the garage. Friday after work she drove to Skye’s home bearing fresh baked chocolate chip cookies. 

Skye welcomed her with her finger over her lips. “Come in. The kids just went down for a nap. Oh! You know the way to their heart, don’t you?” The petite redhead led the way to the kitchen and set the cookies on the counter. “Did you get to eat? You just got off work, right?”

“I’m fine, thanks.”

“Iced tea, perhaps? We can go sit out on the deck and talk.”

“I’d like that.”

Skye handed her a glass and led the way to the back patio. Settled into wicker chair Skye sipped her drink, set it aside and raised one eyebrow. “So what did you want to discuss? Titus?”

Bethany told her about the accident.

“He gave you a phone. What a sweet thing to do.”

“Later we were sitting together, and we, um, kissed—”

“—how was it?”

“Better than anything I ever imagined it could be.” Bethany hated how dreamy her voice sounded as she said the words.

“I hear a ‘but’ in there somewhere.”

“He jumped up, apologized, and took off.”

Skye grinned. “And you have no idea what that means, do you?”

“That the feelings aren’t mutual? He doesn’t really like me? Maybe because of the way I dress. Or because I went out with Miles. I never kissed Miles.”

“After Dan took me on our first real date, he did the same thing. He kind of warned me though. He’d been married before, so he understood what passion was. I was a divorcee, so I did as well. The kiss was amazing and when it was over he bolted.”

Bethany frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“I didn’t either, at first. I later realized it was because he felt the same things I did, and he was protecting us from going too far. He wanted us to experience that intimacy on our wedding night.”

“So, you’re saying he liked it too much and was afraid he wouldn’t be able to stop if we’d continued.”

“That’d be my guess.”

“I’ve never been kissed before. I thought maybe I’d done it wrong.”

“My guess is you did it just fine given his reaction.”

Bethany sat back in the seat. “So now what? I’ve been avoiding the shop. Partly because I hurt all over and partly because I don’t know how to act around him.”

“Do you love him?”

“I’m not sure what that is, or what it looks like.”

“You’ll figure it out. It just takes time.”

“I think I’ve heard that in one of the mixes of music at work. So, I need to relax and wait?”

“Don’t shut Titus out. He might be scared. How much do you know about his past?”

“Not much. I met his mom.”

“That’s a pretty high honor, I think.”

“I’m selfish. How are things going with you, Skye? Still teaching that dancing exercise class at the gym?”

“I am…”

~*~

Bethany left to go home and change for the garage. Friday night was usually light on men working, but sometimes a few came in. Often Titus did. Her scooter was leaned against the back of the building beyond any hope of repair. She sighed. If she could save up the money, maybe a motorcycle would be a better investment next time around. Just a small one, but at least she could go faster than the scooter. Not that speed would have saved her. 

Titus flagged her to come to the office. 

She glanced at the board, went into the office, and took a seat.

“I wanted to let you know that your secret is out. The guys realize you are a woman. They’ve actually known longer than I have.”

“What?” She slumped. “I’ll go. I understand.”

“No, you don’t. Let me finish. They like your work and want you to continue serving here. Now maybe it helps that you sometimes bring donuts or cookies with you. I’m not sure, but they admire you. They were all pretty upset that Miles hurt you.”

“It’s not right. A woman shouldn’t be working alone with all these men. I’ll quit.”

“Why? Nothing has changed, Bethany Joelle. They like you and promise to keep you safe here. Besides, they all think I’m sweet on you.” Ty’s face grew pink.

“Well, that’ll have to stop then, won’t it?”

“Why? I thought you liked me.”

“I do, but after the other night…”

“I’m really sorry about that. It should have never gone that far, it’s just you’ve never let me in that close before…and I was afraid I would hurt you if we continued.”

“Instead you hurt me by leaving.”

“I could have done that with more grace, but you’re kisses pack more of a punch than I bargained for.”

Hope rose in her chest. “Really?”

“Really. I didn’t leave because I disliked you. I left because I liked what we were doing too much.”

“Oh. So, we can never kiss again?”

“I’d hate for that to happen.”

“Then what?”

“We need to take it slow and be more careful. I’m sorry I hurt you. I really do care about you.”

“I care about you too.”

Silence hung between them.

Bethany jumped to her feet. “I’d better get some work done.”

Titus nodded. “Me, too. I’m searching for more sources for parts since Miles is no longer helping us out.”

Before she could get out the door he spoke up again. “Will you be at church Sunday?”

“I was planning on it. I’m working tomorrow but have Sunday off.”

“Can I take you to lunch?”

Bethany stared at him for a moment and smiled. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

~*~

The phone rang when she got home. 

Adele answered, but called for Bethany.

“Bethany Joelle?” the woman’s voice on the other end said.

“Yes?”

“This is Kristi. I’m wondering if we could get together for lunch on Sunday? I’ll drive over from Madison. I was so excited when Margaret told me she’d found you. I have some things that belong to you and wanted to explain a little about the past.”

“I already made lunch plans…with a guy. Would you mind if I brought him with me?”

“I would love to meet him, especially if you feel safer with him there. I understand this is weird after all these years.”

“Just a little awkward.”

They settled the details and Bethany clicked the end button. She pulled out her cell phone and dialed Titus.

“Hey, Bethany Joelle. Are you OK?”

“I’m fine. The foster mother I told you about, Kristi, wants to meet for lunch on Sunday.”

“That’s cool. I understand you need to break the date. Maybe we could do something together later?”

“I don’t want to break the date. Would you come with me to meet with her? I’d feel better if you were there.”

“Am I your security blanket?”

“And if you were?”

“I’d be honored.”

“Thanks, Titus. It really means a lot to me.”

“I know it does. Now get some rest. You have an early morning.”

“Sleep well, Ty.”

“You too, Bethany Joelle.”

She was to meet the foster mom who’d meant more to her than any other adult in her life. And perhaps come to understand the truth of what happened all those years ago. Was she ready for this?

~*~

Sunday arrived, and Bethany left her hair down. She put on a lightweight sea-foam green top with long sleeves so opaque she could see the scars on her arms. The bodice was not sheer though and pleats helped make it obvious she was a woman—not a boy. Her dark brown capris and tan sandals completed the ensemble. It wasn’t often she was worried about how she would appear.

Titus spied her and went to her side. “Skye is home with a sick kid today. Mind if I sit with you instead?”

“Are you sure? Everyone will assume we’re together.”

“We are, so they would be correct.”

She tried to hide her smile but failed. “Sure. I’d love to sit with you.”

He grabbed her hand as they walked to the auditorium. Warmth traveled up her arm and spread through her body. Did she glow? Did people notice the energy bursting out of her as she passed them? He led her to a row and allowed her to enter first so he would be on her right side.

“Is this so I can whisper in your ear?” she asked.

“No, so I can whisper in yours and hear your response.” He settled into the seat next to her. 

She set her Bible on the floor along with a purse. Carrying one of those was weird because she usually didn’t need one. Her driver’s license and debit card fit in her pocket and she didn’t carry much cash. Her keys usually sat in another pocket. 

But today she had lip gloss. And a phone. She was finally “adulting” as Jack would tease. And now she’d reached a new level with a purse and a man who made her pulse race.

In many ways, she’d been an adult for far longer than she should have. Emancipated at sixteen from the system, she tested out of high school to begin her career as a baker. For two years she took the bus and lived in a hovel of an apartment in a seedy part of Milwaukee. When she finally was able to get the job at the grocery store bakery, buy a car, and rent her space at Adele’s by age eighteen, she was already tired of “adulting.”

She attended church so rarely, every song seemed new to her, but she tried to follow along. The melodies were generally simple enough to catch onto. 

The bulletin said Nikolos Acton was leading this morning. She’d heard some of his music on the radio at work. She enjoyed his style of worship leading. Today, she learned that “hallelujah” meant “God be praised.” She tried to think of that every time the word appeared on the screen and it added depth to what she sang.

Titus sang freely next to her. She was glad he was expressive that way. She’d be more conscious of her own singing if he weren’t joining in and the Bible said to make a “joyful noise.” She wasn’t sure how in tune her voice was, but in the crowd, no one noticed. Would heaven sound like this?

Pastor Dan preached today. She settled in to listen as he talked about the illusion of independence. Ouch. At the core, every breath she took, every beat of her heart was dictated by God. She was never alone or out of His sight or notice. She’d never thought of that before. She’d always prided herself on not needing anyone, but she desperately needed God and always had. And others. The body of Christ? A family? She remembered Titus’s desire to draw her into the group at the garage. Now everyone knew she was a woman and the guys welcomed her as one of their own.

Was it bad that her only female “friends” were an eighty-five-year-old landlady and the perky pastor’s wife?

Her only real male friends were Jack, who was more like a father than a boss, and now, Titus.

Was that enough interdependence or was she expecting too much of too few people? They’d each poured themselves into her and what had she done? She’d not reciprocated. 

Friendship went two ways, didn’t it?

Something she’d need to grow in if she wanted to be more fully adult. Mature. Christ-like.

Her head swam as the service ended and she was reluctant to stand to sing the final song. She wanted to sit and think about it all. 

Titus stood.

She bent her head to pray. Think. Whatever one called those thoughts racing through her head. 

Church was dismissed. 

It barely registered with her.

How could she be an adult when today she would be dredging up her childhood? Facing shattered dreams and dashed hopes that sent her adrift in a dark, lonely, dangerous world.

A hand rested on her shoulder as Ty sank back into the seat next to her. “You OK?”

“Is Pastor Dan a mind reader?”

“No.”

“There’s too much to process with what he shared and what we’re about to do.”

“Hey, one step at a time. Rest in God and I’ll be there to support you. Whatever you need.”

“Except kisses.”

He laughed. “We’ll see. I won’t rule those out.”

She gave him a teary smile. “Could I have a hug right now?”

“Sure.” He wrapped his arms around her.

Bethany took deep breaths of his clean scent. Calming. She smiled. Maybe she was falling in love with this man. How could that even be possible?

~*~

Bethany and Ty settled in at the restaurant. They were early. Bethany kept her eye on the door and when a woman walked in with soft brown, shoulder-length hair streaked with silver, she knew “Mom” had come. She waved.

Kristi joined them, carrying a cardboard box. “Bethany Joelle.” Kristi’s hands stretched across the table to clasp hers. “You have grown into a beautiful woman. Look at you.” She turned her attention to Ty. “You must be Titus Rickmeyer. Thank you for sharing your date time with me.” Kristi placed the box on the seat.

“She’s a hard woman to refuse,” Titus quipped.

The waitress came, and they ordered their food.

“I wanted to talk to you face to face, dear. When Russell became sick we still hoped to go through with the adoption. We were shocked when they pulled you out of our home and refused to allow us contact with you. We tried as best we could to fight to get you back while focusing on Russ’ treatment. He didn’t last long and didn’t suffer as much as they’d predicted. His biggest regret was that we’d failed you. He blamed himself for that.” She pulled out an envelope. “He wrote this letter to you before he died. He told me if I ever was able to find you again, to make sure you got it. Bethany, he would be so proud of the woman you’ve grown to be.”

Bethany took the envelope and tapped it against the table. “Now?”

“No. When you’re ready. I know what it says. I penned it for him because he was too weak.” 

The food arrived and the waitress departed.

“Let me pray for us.” Ty reached for her hand and gave her a comforting squeeze. “Lord, thank You for this reunion between Bethany Joelle and Kristi. Guide our time here and bless this food to help us be strong for the work You’ve called us to do. Amen.”

Kristi looked at Titus. “You remind me so much of my husband, Russell. Bethany told me you’re a mechanic?”

Titus told her how Bethany had tricked them at the garage and how she’d saved his life when he was trying to train the “young man” on the tow truck.

“Titus makes me more heroic than I really am. He’s helped me out a lot. But what happened to you after I left, and Russell died?”

“I grieved two losses. Russell and you. My kids tried hard to find you and we wrote many letters to the department and got nowhere. Finally, all we could do was hope and pray that when you turned eighteen you might seek us out. Or that we’d be able to find you easier.”

Bethany teared up. “The social worker never told me any of this. I thought you didn’t want me so I didn’t try to find you again. I left foster care at age sixteen. I’d been through too many homes and finally ended up in a group home. Every experience made me feel even worse about what I thought was you giving up on me.”

“Oh, honey. We never gave up. We set aside that money for the adoption and it’s been earning interest. It’s probably too soon to bring up, but I’d still love to adopt you. I never stopped thinking of you as my daughter. But first. This box should have gone with you. I had hoped to go through this with you when you were a little older. You were only fourteen when you were snatched from us.”

Kristi opened the box and pulled out a bundle of letters wrapped in blue ribbon. “These letters are from your father. He wrote these while overseas to your mother.” She pulled out a notebook. “This is your mother’s journal. Did you know that your father loved the singer, Billy Joel?”

“The Piano Man?” Titus asked.

“The very same. He hoped to name his son Billy Joel, but he was blessed with a daughter instead, so you were named Bethany Joelle. Your mother convinced him that naming a girl Billy, spelled the boy’s way might cause problems.” Kristi smiled. She put the letters and the journal back in the box and pulled out a stuffed puppy. “This angered me more than anything that they kept your favorite comfort toy from you. They said you didn’t need anything. That you needed to grow up fast in the system. If I hadn’t been on the phone with that case worker I’d have punched her.”

Bethany held her hand out for the stuffed animal. It was only about half the size of Cooper but was similar in color and style of the real-life dog Titus owned. She hugged it to herself. “Thank you.”

“You need to understand that your parents both loved you dearly. Your mother struggled for a long time and didn’t have much support after your father was killed. Read their letters and you’ll understand how cherished you were. Read Russell’s letter and realize how desperately we longed to walk that road to his grave with you by our side and you continuing on in our family as my daughter and mutual comfort.”

Bethany blinked back the tears. “This is too much to take.” 

An arm reached around her and drew her close to Titus’s side. He kissed her hair and hugged her tight. “I can see why they all adored you, Bethany Joelle.”

The waitress came to collect the plates. 

Bethany had only finished half of hers.

Titus asked for a to-go container.

Kristi reached out to grab Bethany’s hand again. “This is a lot to process. I’ve loved you since you first came into our lives and I never stopped. Pray about it. I’d love to have you come on Labor Day to be with the family. Bring Titus if you’d like. Everyone longs to see you again.” She grabbed the check, rose, bent to give Bethany a quick hug, and was gone.

Titus helped her out of the booth and then picked up the box Kristi had given her. He balanced the food container on top of it.

Bethany still held the stuffed animal. 

They walked to the car in silence.

“Where do you want to go?” Titus asked.

“I don’t know. Surprise me.” Bethany stared out the window clutching the animal. Her mind was bursting. Her heart was overwhelmed—with grief, affection, and anger at what she’d lost because of a broken system.

But hope rose at the possibility of finally belonging to someone. Having a family. A dream that had died so long ago, and that she thought she’d buried.

Unfortunately, digging up the past brought up a lot of dirt and it was hard to shake it off as it tainted everything. She stared out the window.

Titus drove in silence.

She was thankful he was there and that she could trust him.

The tears fell.

The stuffed puppy absorbed them all.
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On the other side of fear there is freedom!

Unknown

Titus drove to Lake Michigan. He didn’t know quite how to serve Bethany with what was going on inside of her. He grinned at thinking of her Army dad naming her after the pop artist. He was glad she was born a girl.

He found a spot in a public park along the lake and went around to assist her down from the cab. “You want the box?”

She nodded. He grabbed it and a blanket. Her leftovers wouldn’t survive the heat in the car, but Bethany was more important. He steered her to a shady spot where they could see the lake, listen to the waves, but also enjoy a little privacy. He set the box down and unfurled the blanket.  “Are you OK here? I’ll go over to the concession and get us some water.”

“I’m fine. Thanks.”

She drew the box closer and removed the lid. The puppy was abandoned in her lap.

How did a legacy sustain someone when the lives of two people only fit into a box, and the heart was too young to remember? 

Ty purchased the water and returned to their blanket. He dropped down next to her and placed a kiss on her hair again. Safer than her lips. Those lips were like a potent drug that shut off all his thought processes.

She glanced at him. “A scrapbook.”

“Cool.”

Bethany started to page through and he couldn’t help but admire the handsome couple. Her hair looked much like her mom’s. Their rapid courtship, simple wedding, and the separations. The joy of finding out about a baby. The shower pics and the baby photos. The proud papa and beaming mother. And the newborn Bethany Joelle.

“Oops. I’m not supposed to see you in your birthday suit unless we’re married.”

She giggled. Pictures of her walking. Pigtails and dresses. Riding a small bike. Attending the military funeral for the father she barely knew. Newspaper clippings. She dug back in and pulled out a smaller box. Opening it she found a purple heart.

“Wow.” Titus admired the medal. “He was a hero.”

Nodding she closed it back up. “My daddy. I don’t remember any of this. It’s like reading a picture book of someone else’s childhood.”

“I’m sorry, Bethany. My dad was a deadbeat and I don’t remember much but him beating me and my mom. And then he was gone never to be seen again. I was grateful. But my mom, she was my rock. I’m sorry you didn’t have that.”

“Thanks.” She placed everything but the dog back in the box.

“You wanted to adopt Cooper and I beat you to it, didn’t I?”

“It’s OK. He’s better off with you. You’re more stable financially.”

“You rescued him, and he would have rescued you.”

Bethany squeezed the stuffed animal. “Now I got this little guy back.”

“He doesn’t give you kisses.”

“True, but Cooper’s kisses don’t compare to his master’s.”

“I hope that means his master is a better kisser.”

“Definitely not as wet and sloppy.” She sipped her water. “Thanks for being with me today. And for this, being here by the lakeshore. It’s beautiful.”

“Not compared to you.”

“No false praise.”

“It’s not false. I think it was something deep inside you that called out to me before I realized how beautiful you were on the outside. After all, you do specialize in hiding that.”

“But not today?”

“Definitely not today.” He leaned forward and brushed a kiss over her lips. “Mmmm. Dessert is served.” He bent over to kiss her more thoroughly. He sat back and stretched out on the blanket. “I’m really sorry about the other night.”

“I think I have a better understanding of why.”

“Probably not.”

“Oh?”

“When I was sixteen I was pretty full of myself. I went into a full-blown rebellion. I didn’t understand anything about God. We never went to church. Mom was too busy working and trying to keep me fed and supporting my need to be ‘cool.’ I had a girlfriend, Carly. She was flirty, hot, and she dug me. Before I realized it, she was pregnant. I didn’t want to be a deserter like my dad. I proposed we marry. She didn’t want a child, or a husband, cramping her fun. I suggested adoption. She could only see abortion as her option.

“I fought her on it. Her parents didn’t realize she was pregnant. She stole the money and went to have the ‘procedure’ as they called it. She died two days later of complications. Her parents blamed me.”

Bethany leaned back on one elbow. “You blame yourself too.”

He nodded.

“That’s why you ran. You didn’t want us ending up the same way.”

“I haven’t been intimate with anyone since. It pushed me to find Jesus and my life was changed. I still can’t forget her.”

“You tried to take responsibility. I’m assuming your relationship was consensual.”

“She was after it more than I was. Found out later the baby might not have even been mine. She’d been stepping out with some other guys too, usually when I was working my part-time job.”

“What’d your mom say about it all?”

“She said it was a hard lesson for me to learn. She didn’t want me to marry her, said the girl would ruin my life. She also told me to ‘keep it in your pants, young man.’ I have heeded that advice ever since. I’ve not had many relationships either.”

Bethany sighed. “I was too afraid to trust anyone to even kiss them, much less anything else. I kept getting kicked out of foster homes because I reported abuses and attempts at molestation. Not always the parents—sometimes one of the kids, especially if there were teen boys. I learned quickly how to use my knee to good effect. It always left me homeless.”

“Except for Russell and Kristi.”

“Yeah. There I learned about God, cars, and what a family could be like. Cancer snatched it away from me.” She leaned over, planted a kiss on his lips and moved back. “I like you, Titus Rickmeyer.”

“Even after what I shared?”

“Yup.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re human and you’ve grown past that even though you still blame yourself. And because you make my entire body tingle when you kiss me…”

“That’s not good.”

“It isn’t?”

“Nope. It’ll never do. Tingles are dangerous.” He winked at her.

“Really?” She leaned over and kissed him again, a lingering one. She pulled away and lay on her back. “You’re right as usual.”

“I am? I mean, I’m usually right?” Ty asked.

“Don’t let it go to your head, boy.”

“Boy?” His tone was indignant.

“Titus?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for making this a good day—and for sharing your past with me. I’ll try to be more understanding of the need to back off. I believe I am capable of saying ‘no’ but don’t want to put you in a tough spot should it come that.”

“I’m glad I could be here for you. Ready to head home? You have to work tomorrow, right?”

“Yeah. Probably need to get to bed early. Too late for a nap now.”

“Want to get some custard?”

“Sure. Sounds good.”

Titus rose and helped her to her feet. 

She held her puppy and took the box.

He folded up the blanket. They walked back to the car and he helped her in. He stopped for a second before entering the truck. Her acceptance left him with a lighter heart. Her grace freed him, and he desired her all the more for it.

~*~

On Monday, Titus met Dan at Culver’s for lunch and accountability.

“How is Bethany Joelle?”

Titus grinned. “She’s doing OK.” He’d emailed about the accident and that the men knew who she was.

“Miles was arrested,” Dan added.

“I’d heard. I’m glad he won’t be after her again. I’m sure he’s even angrier realizing it was her after their botched date.”

“They found a date rape drug in his car.”

“I’d wondered.” Titus bit into his double cheese butter burger.

“How are you doing? I saw you guys holding hands on Sunday. Way to stake a claim.”

Heat infused Ty’s face. “Yeah, guess so. The guys at the garage already suspected I was attracted to her. Figured I didn’t need to hide it.”

“Is she receptive to your attention?”

Titus nodded. “She even invited me to her reunion with the foster mom who almost adopted her. She’s praying about whether she wants to allow that to proceed even now.”

“But she’s an adult.”

“With no family. No roots. No one in her corner. I can’t imagine that. I have not only my mom but also grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins… Bethany has no one to call her own family. I hope she does it. Kristi seemed like a sweet woman. What little Bethany tells me about her time there sounded healthy.”

“I’m glad. Where do you see your relationship going with her?”

Titus chewed slowly. “I want to be her family.” He sipped his soda.

“Kind of thought so. Any plan?”

“Not yet. So much is going on in her life. She’s blossoming before my eyes and I’m afraid if I force things I’ll hinder some of what God is doing. I don’t want to scare her off.”

“But you physically desire her.”

“Guess I’ll be doing more jogging with Cooper.”

“That little dog can’t keep up with the kind of jogging you’ll need.”

Ty laughed. “True. I’d be carrying him most of the way. Maybe a stroller?”

“Now that I’d like to see.”

“Just so you know, your message yesterday affected her powerfully.”

“How so?”

“I’m not really sure. We didn’t have time to talk but God was doing something in her heart.”

“Thanks for telling me. Sometimes I wonder if anyone really listens or if the message sinks home. Often I suspect they walk out of church and couldn’t share even one thing I taught.”

“Sorry. I know you pour a lot of energy into teaching and you don’t get to do it often, but I know you’ve challenged me more than once from the stage, even during worship.”

“I appreciate that.”

“How’s the newlywed life coming?”

Dan grinned. “It’s great. The kids are wonderful. Sometimes I still miss Sharon and feel guilty enjoying my new marriage and kids.”

“Still not able to eat apple pie?”

“Not a normal pie. Skye came up with these mini ones. Tastes the same but small. I can eat those now. Banana crème has become the new favorite. The kids like the banana song. Every time Skye makes that pie, it’s greeted with that.”

“Sounds like you’re making fun new memories.”

“I am. It was a rough patch there after Sharon died and when I was on sabbatical to grieve and heal. I’m grateful Andrew pushed me to that. I might never have learned to have fun, to play, or fallen in love with Skye.”

“Funny how hard things can end up producing beautiful results down the line.”

“Like when B.J. saved your life?”

“Yeah. My mom met her now too and likes her.”

“That says a lot.”

“It does. She’s got a keen sense about people. I was glad to get her vote of confidence.”

“Good. So…how’s your walk with God?”

Titus wiped his mouth off with the napkin, making sure nothing was caught in his beard. “I’ve been praying as I walk Cooper. I’ve not been as faithful about reading my Bible. Trying to listen to it on my mp3 player in the car or when I’m off to tow a truck. Sometimes my drives can be long. I’m praying more during the day too, but mostly for Bethany Joelle as she’s on my mind a lot.”

“What’s He been teaching you?”

“To wait. To bide my time. Part of me wants to get a ring and propose and move on to happily wedded bliss, but I don’t sense peace in my spirit about rushing that.”

“Good move. It was hard to wait. I proposed quickly once I realized I loved Skye, but we had a few months before the wedding. That was hard. Not sure what I advise more. Used to be we recommended long engagements to work through details but for the sake of purity—shorter is better.”

“I guess I’ll just keep asking God and letting him lead me in this.”

“Wise move.”

Ty’s phone rang. He picked it up and jotted a note down. “Gotta head back. Thought I’d spend the afternoon working on cars, but it seems they have a pick-up for me. Never a dull moment.”

“It was good meeting you today. Keep in touch. I’ll be praying for you.”

“Backatcha, Dan. You’ll be in my prayers as well as you navigate married life and ministry. I’m glad Bethany Joelle has found a friend in Skye.”

“Me too. It was hard for her to connect with some people at church as a pastor’s wife. Andrew’s wife has taken her under her wing but everyone needs more friends than that.”

“Later, dude.”

“Later, Ty.”

~*~

Bethany was surprised to see Tanya waiting for her by the service desk when her shift was done. “Tanya. What brings you here? I thought you lived closer to the airport?”

“I do, but I had a few hours and decided to stop by and see if I might take you to lunch.”

“Um, OK. Let me run upstairs to my locker and I’ll be back.”

“No rush.”

Bethany changed into a clean shirt with fresh deodorant, undid her braid and shook her hair loose, finger combing it as she tipped forward. She grabbed her purse. It was odd to be carrying the thing. Turning on the phone, she grabbed the lip gloss and put some on. She looked in the mirror and hardly recognized herself without a cap. Yesterday she got her history and today she would have lunch with Ty’s mom. She wondered if he knew.

She grinned. This could be fun.

She headed downstairs, met Tanya at the doors ,and walked beside her to her car in the lot. A shiny blue two-door coupe. Bethany sat in the passenger seat as Tanya slid behind the wheel.

“You and your son share a love of leather seats.”

“We share a love of quality. Don’t let his mechanic get-up fool you. The boy is savvy. He saved up money for years for that truck of his so he could pay cash for it. I was so proud of him.”

“He told me yesterday how he gave you trouble when he was in his teens.”

Tanya shook her head. “That boy has no idea. Did he tell you about his high school sweetheart?”

“Yeah. Sad story.”

“Hard lessons. I was glad he was seeking responsible options and willing to do whatever it took to make it right for that baby. I’m sure he still carries the weight of what he believes was his murder of two people. Most don’t realize how abortion can impact the father too. Her parents wanted to sue Titus, but there was nothing to be gained and the civil court threw it out.”

“That had to be hard.”

“Painful. I really began to worry he might do something drastic. He was depressed, and his grades dropped for a time. A guy from school asked him to come to church on a Sunday and everything changed. Titus brought me, and my life changed. I don’t know if I could have handled living without my son, but now I think it was Jesus I really needed. And the Lord gave my son back to me.”

“I’m glad.”

“After that, he became a model student. He worked hard, took shop, and managed to get a scholarship to attend the technical college to get more training. All the while he worked, doing oil changes, driving a tow truck, or fixing flats. Anything to earn him money. I let him live with me even after he graduated high school. I started flying as I believed he was an adult and didn’t need me hovering. He was hardly home anyway. And now, leading a ministry at church, working hard at his job, adopting that sweet dog, and dating you—he’s finally coming into his own and I couldn’t be happier for him.”

“You hardly know me.”

“Orphaned at a young age. Foster kid who made it out of the system at sixteen and has stayed away from drugs and trouble but works hard. A bit of a loner, but you possess a kind heart. Titus told me how you were the one who rescued the dog and saved his life.”

“That pretty much sums up all you need to know.”

“I suspect that barely scratches the surface. Let’s get a bite at a drive through and I want to take you shopping.”

“Shopping?”

“You need to shed the cloak of invisibility you try to wear.”

“I don’t—”

“Yes. You do. I understand at the garage, and maybe even at work, but it’s time you start looking like the beautiful woman you are. Let your inner beauty reflect to the world around you.”

“There’s nothing much pretty about me.”

“I beg to differ. I’m OK with you going au natural with your face. It’s beautiful as it is and suits you, but honey, you need some better clothes for when you’re at church, or on a date, or even meeting with your family.”

“I don’t have a family.”

“From what I understand you have a family who wants you so much that they are willing to pursue adopting you, even as an adult.”

“Yeah, I’ve not decided what to do about that.”

“You have doubts?”

“Well, it’s so permanent. Everything in my life is temporary.”

“Life itself is temporary. But there are some relationships with staying power. Doesn’t mean they’ll always be easy, but they are worth pursuing.”

“I’m not so sure about this.”

“Indulge me, will you? I never had a daughter to pamper and spoil and I only have a few hours before I need to be to the airport.”

“I seem to be at your mercy.”

Tanya smiled. “Yes, you most definitely are, but trust me, this won’t be torture.”

~*~

Bethany arrived home late and dragged the bags of clothing to her room. She had at least convinced Tanya to visit some resale and thrift shops and they found some cute things at those places. 

Tanya promised that she would feel better about herself and that Titus would appreciate her looking pretty once in a while.

Taking off tags and getting things put away, Bethany could hardly wait for her next time out with Titus. She called him. “Hey, Titus. I’m not coming in tonight.”

“You OK?”

“Fine, just tired. Long day at work and your mom took me to lunch and shopping.”

“Shopping?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m afraid to ask.”

“It was a nice time. I like your mom, Titus. She’s sweet and she loves you.”

“Did she mention a boyfriend?”

“For her?”

“Yeah. I keep praying God brings her a man worthy of her.”

“No. Guess we’re not that close yet.”

“OK. Going to rest?”

“Might look at the stuff Kristi gave me.”

“OK. Call me if you need me or want to talk.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that. Have a good night.”

“I’ll try. I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too.”

She hung up and couldn’t help smiling. Yup, she was falling in love.
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God gave us the gift of life;

it is up to us to give ourselves the gift of living well.

Voltaire

Bethany brought the box down to the screened-in front porch. It was shaded, and the breeze wouldn’t mess with the papers she wanted to read. She pulled out Russell’s letter and prayed for the courage to get through it.

Dearest Bethany Joelle,

Our longing for another daughter was fulfilled beyond our dreams when you came to our home, lonely and longing for love. You can’t possibly understand the joy we experienced by your being here. Your sweet smile brightened every morning. Your gratitude warmed our hearts. Your aptitude with cars made me proud. If you remember, none of the other kids were interested in that. It really was and still is our deepest desire to call you our daughter. To change your name to ours. To be your forever family.

I can’t explain why God allowed this cancer to come and rip you from our hearts. I could endure this better if you were here. Knowing Kristi wouldn’t be so alone because the two of you could move forward together. But that’s been denied to our grieving hearts and I pray you hold those moments we had, as brief as they were, close to your heart and realize beyond a shadow of a doubt—we love you. God loves you even more and we trust Him to watch over you and keep you safe.

I grieve that I can’t walk you down the aisle someday to that special someone who will love you. I grieve that I can’t give him a hard time and get to know the man who will one day be your husband. I grieve that I won’t hold your children in my arms and be a grandpa to them. To babysit and teach them how to fix cars.

Stand firm in your faith, sweet daughter. We may not have legally adopted you, but you are ours in our hearts and we long and pray for you. Even your siblings do. Margaret, Kandace, Timothy, and Peter. They love the little princess you were to us. My death is bittersweet knowing this one thing is left undone and that you are out there in this wide scary world, alone.

We love you always and forever, our sweet Bethany Joelle. Please don’t ever doubt that.

Your father,

Russell Shedd

Bethany read the letter at least three times. It was hard to believe that someone loved her that much. Russell was gone but Kristi and Margaret acted as if everything he wrote was true. God protected her. It was a difficult and lonely journey, but she came through it and survived by God’s grace. Even when she doubted, those seeds of faith planted in the Shedd home took root, sustained her, and kept her grounded.

She picked up her phone and dialed Kristi.

“Mom?”

“Bethany Joelle?”

“Yeah. I’d love to come to the Labor Day gathering. Can I bring Titus along?”

“Yes, we’d love to have you both. Bring Cooper too, why don’t you? There will be plenty of space to run and play. I’ll mail you a map with directions. Your brothers and sisters will be thrilled.”

“Can I bring something?”

“Bring yourself, that handsome man, and the dog. That is all we’ve been longing for. Oh, and play clothes and sunscreen.”

“OK. Thank you…Mom.”

“You have made me so happy. I look forward to telling the others.”

“Thanks.”

Bethany hung up the phone. She wanted to tell Titus but didn’t want to call him again. She looked at all the new clothes. Why not? She wasn’t fixing cars today.

~*~

Titus was surprised when Bethany Joelle walked into the garage. Every man stood up to observe her entrance. She wore a short-sleeved shirt in turquoise with a chunky necklace in salmon, blue, and silver. The outfit was completed with khaki capris and shoes that matched her top. Her hair was down.

“Titus.”

He shook himself out of his trance and moved to meet her at the office.

“What’s up? Everything OK?”

She smiled up at him. “Can we talk for a few minutes?”

“Absolutely.” He followed her into his office and leaned against the desk as she sat down.

“I read Russell’s letter. I called Kristi and told her I want to come to their Labor Day celebration.”

“Great.”

“I asked if I could bring you and she said they would love to have you and Cooper as well.”

Titus was still floored by the vibrant vision before him. “Um, yeah. I’ve no plans and I’ll make sure I’m not on call for the tow-truck. Is this an outfit you purchased with my mom?”

She stood, frowning. “You don’t like it?”

“I like it very much. I’m awestruck at how adorable you are. I think you might have blown the minds of the men in the shop away with your appearance. I can see now why it’s good for you to dress like you do when you work here.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The men would be too interested in you and not fixing the cars.”

“You’re joking.”

Titus shook his head. “No joke. If all those eyes out there weren’t watching us right now I’d be holding you tight and kissing you. Well, and—” he pointed to the corner ceiling, “—we just had this video surveillance installed as well. Not sure I want our amorous adventures recorded for the pastors to observe.”

Bethany’s face grew a sweet shade of pink. “I never knew you to be one for flattery.”

“I’m not. I’m a straight-shooter and you should realize that by now.”

“OK. Well, I’d better leave so you can all get some work done. I’ll be heading to bed soon anyway.”

“Yeah. And thanks for thinking of me.”

Her brow wrinkled.

“You invited me to be with your family on Labor Day. That’s a huge thing for you. I’m honored you want me there.”

She nodded. “Yeah, well, I couldn’t imagine going without you. Thanks.” She rose to her tiptoes to give him a peck on the cheek. “‘Night, Titus.” Bethany pivoted and walked out.

Ty blinked. He longed to text his mom a thank you but she was flying. He pulled out his phone and did it anyway. 
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The most important thing in the world is family and love.

John Wooden

September 2014

Labor Day 

“How did you manage to get off work?” Titus asked.

“I explained to Jack and he was thrilled and more than happy to make it happen for me to be off. But I did miss church yesterday to work and I’ll likely be working through the next weekend too.”

“I hope not. I like sitting with you in church. I missed you yesterday.”

“I missed you too, but we did spend the afternoon together.”

“I suppose.” Ty grinned. 

Cooper was once again sitting on Bethany’s lap as they rode on Interstate 94 towards Madison. 

Ty could tell she was nervous about the day by the way she played with Cooper’s ears and scratched him. He suspected the stuffed puppy was in her backpack.

“Your mom flying this weekend?”

“Yes. She enjoys holiday air travel for some reason, even though it’s often more crowded and people can be crankier. I guess after raising me everything else is child’s play.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. She adores you. I’m sure it wasn’t all bad.”

“Maybe not.”

“I think you turned out pretty good.”

“Only pretty good?”

“Well, I’m reserving judgment until I ferret out more of your secrets.”

“I’ve told you my worst one.”

“True.”

“You did share some about your scars, but I don’t think you told me the whole story.”

“Oh.”

“You don’t have to do it now, but at some point, I’d like to hear about it.”

She sniffed. Why’d he need to open up a painful subject? “There’s not much to tell. They are from my last foster home. There are more than you’ve seen. The father delighted in using a belt all over and laugh. The mother smoked like a chimney and delighted in snuffing out her cigarettes on my arms. I tried to avoid her, but she insisted on supervising my homework. Anything to have me close so she could control me. I didn’t last long in that home and I’m grateful for that. I was shuttled to a group home that was verbally harsh and lonely. I got out of there as soon as I could.”

He gulped. “I’m sorry.”

“The scars aren’t as bad as the things they would say to me. I try not to think about those things, but sometimes the words pop into my mind and I can’t shut them up. It’s like I’m being lashed at again.”

Titus reached across the seat to clasp her hand. “I will never hold your scars against you or ridicule you for them. Your beauty shines in spite of them. I’m thrilled my mom convinced you to wear short-sleeved and sleeveless shirts too. I know you were hiding those things, but to me, they are a symbol of your courage and strength.”

“Thanks.”

“Anytime.” He squeezed her hand.

She hugged Cooper close with her free arm. 

He wished he were able to hold her himself.

~*~

They arrived at the lakeside property and Titus ran around to help Bethany out of the car. 

Cooper was on a leash, but his wiggling nose and wagging tail indicated his eagerness to socialize with the people milling about on the lawn.

“Bethany Joelle is here!” someone yelled and the adults all converged on her smothering her with hugs. 

Titus stood to the side, suddenly left out of things. He managed to grab the leash and walk further away with Cooper, so the dog could do his business. 

Coop had a hard time focusing and barked at all the people swarming his favorite person. 

Ty could relate. But today was not about him. It was about restoring Bethany Joelle’s family to her and her to her family. About filling that hole in her heart that was too big for him alone.

But not too big for You, God. He shot up a prayer and soon he was drawn into the group as introductions were made. 

Bethany picked up Cooper so he wouldn’t get trampled on.

Together they were all ushered into the gathering on the lawn.

Bethany Joelle never told him anything about her foster-siblings. He’d only met Margaret, the oldest, at the miniature golf course. She was plump and short with brown straight hair. She was married to Steve who was tall and gangly but wore a big grin and glasses. Typical geek, pocket protector and all. They had kids, but Titus stopped trying to figure all the names out. If his brain was on overload, how was Bethany doing? At least she had a previous context for these people.

Second oldest was Kandace, who was of Philippine extraction, with dark brown eyes and long black hair. Her husband, José, was bubbly and sported a potbelly. They had a few kids too. 

Titus quickly understood that all of the Shedd children were adopted. 

Timothy was an average height, blond Caucasian male. He was married to Arabelle, who was a tall brunette with caramel-colored skin. The last of the bunch was Peter, who was tall, dark chocolate skin, and shaved head. He looked as though he could be a basketball player. Ty shook his head at his own lame stereotyping. Peter was married to Anne, who was of medium height with blonde hair and brown eyes. She was pregnant with their first child, due in a few months.

Then there was Kristi, who beamed with delight at their presence and engaged in all the fun. She also had a guest, an engineer named Allen, with a receding hairline and a quiet demeanor. Not that many people could get a word in edgewise with the chaos all around.

Titus couldn’t keep up with the jobs they all held either. He was there to support Bethany. 

Soon the gang was on a sand volleyball court, barefoot and playing a game as kids ran underfoot. 

Titus joined in, stripping off his shirt as some of the men did to catch the sun. 

Bethany was wearing shorts and a tank top. 

Laughter rang out amongst the siblings and their spouses and finally they quit. Hot, sweaty, and full of sand they brushed themselves off to the best of their ability, donned their shirts, and sat down to eat. 

He managed to sit to the right of Bethany.

Brats and burgers with potato salad and chips with huge slices of watermelon were the menu. And good ol’ Wisconsin brewed root beer that had been kept on ice. Conversation swirled around.

A tap on Titus’s right arm caused him to turn. 

“Dude, I asked you a question,” Peter said. 

“Sorry. I’m mostly deaf in my right ear.”

“Sit on her other side next time. A convenient excuse for when she asks to you do something for her.” Peter snickered. “Seriously, thanks for coming with Bethany Joelle. Having lost her ripped a hole in the fabric of our family. Sounds as if she had it rough for a while there.”

“Yeah. But that’s her story to tell, not mine.”

“You’re a mechanic like my dad was.”

“Yeah, but I understood he only tinkered on cars.”

“She didn’t tell you that he worked for a living maintaining jets? Silly girl. He was a mechanic of airplanes by day but taught us all the basic workings of a car. Because Bethany Joelle was keen on fixing them he planned to buy an old classic car to refurb together. I think us boys disappointed him in that, but he never let on. He said we all had our unique gifts and he cheered us on with those.”

“And what was your unique gift?” Titus strained to listen, keeping his head turned to catch Peter’s words.

“Art. Can you believe it? I channeled that into being a graphic artist and doing computer aided design. Turned out to be a good career field for me.”

“That’s great.”

Bethany stood up next to him and took her plate away. She dumped it in the garbage can and headed to a shady spot away from the noise and chaos. 

Cooper followed her faithfully.

“I think I’ll go see how she’s doing.”

“Take care of our gal, OK? You don’t want us hunting you down.” Peter grinned and laughed. “Yeah, like any of us could ever be violent. But seriously, we want to see her happy.”

“I can’t make guarantees, but I want her happy too, if that helps.”

Peter nodded. “Go to her.”

Ty dumped his paper plate in the garbage and wandered to where Bethany sat.

~*~

She figured he’d come. Cooper snuggled at her side. Today had been everything she’d hoped it would be. A family. But she had a steep learning curve to understand all the people who were there. She needed to get away from the noise and all the questions. 

Titus put an arm around her, drawing her to his side. He planted a kiss on her hair.

They sat in silence as some geese floated by in the water. Fall was coming. Too soon anniversaries would be hitting along with holidays. Would this year be different? Adele had always traveled to be with family so Bethany was usually alone. Generally, she worked since the store was open twenty-four hours.

Bethany Joelle always struggled with the date she became an orphan. It was within weeks of the date she’d been pulled from this delightful family. This year she might not be alone. Would that make it easier to bear? Would the grief and sadness that beset her lessen in time?

And here was Titus. She leaned into him. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For being here.” She ran a finger down his chest now covered by a t-shirt. “By the way, I liked what I saw.”

Ty chuckled deep in his chest and she relished the sound.

“How do I leave?”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know the right way to do this.”

“You mean to say good-bye?”

“Yeah. It scares me. So many people and I can barely remember their names.”

“How about we say good-bye to Kristi, give a general wave to everyone else and head to the car.”

“It’s that easy?”

“Why not?”

She sighed. “I’ll stop at the bathroom first and then we’ll do this.”

“Gotcha.” He stood and gave her a hand to help her to her feet. 

Cooper circled around them, fluffy tail wagging with excitement.

~*~

Titus stood by and made his own farewells as Bethany received lots of hugs. Kristi came to hug him too.

“Take good care of our girl.”

“I’ll do the best I can.”

“She can be a handful. I understand that. Thank you for bringing her.”

“My pleasure. Thanks for welcoming me.”

Kristi planted a kiss on his cheek. “You’re good for her and I’m grateful God brought you into her life when He did. Safe travels home.”

Titus grabbed Bethany’s hand to drag her away from all the people wanting to talk to her longer. “We need to hit the road. Bethany Joelle has to work early in the morning.”

They went to the car with a chorus of farewells behind them. 

Cooper trotted happily alongside. 

Titus gave the dog a lift into the cab of the truck before he gave Bethany a hand as well. He shut the door and got inside. “You ready?” he asked.

“Yeah. Thank you.” She leaned her head back and as he wove his way through the Madison traffic.

Her eyes closed.

“Tired?”

“Umm hmmm. Didn’t sleep well last night,” she mumbled.

“Understandable. Rest. I’ll get you home.”

She didn’t speak again throughout the trip. 

Titus tuned into a worship station and the dog napped with his head on Bethany’s lap.

That dog was blessed.

~*~

“Hey, beautiful. Time to wake up. You’re home.” Humid air entered the truck as Titus pulled the door open to help her out.

She rubbed her eyes and yawned. “Thanks for getting me home safe.”

“Not a problem. Looks like the day wore you out.” He walked by her side as they headed for the back door. 

Cooper went running toward the garden.

“Cooper, don’t go messing with Adele’s garden,” Bethany yelled. She opened the screen door. “Adele, I’m back.”

Silence met her. A half empty cup of iced tea sat on the table in a puddle of condensation. “Adele?”

Barking from the dog drew them back outside.

“I think Cooper found something.” Titus took off with Bethany following.

“I need to get to sleep—”

Titus was kneeling beside Adele in between rows of bush beans. His hand was at her throat feeling for a pulse. “She’s still alive. Call for an ambulance.” He patted the old woman’s cheeks. “Adele. Can you hear me? Adele. Wake up.”

Bethany pulled out her phone and called 911. She handed the phone to Titus, so he could give them the answers they sought after she’d given them the address. She ran back inside the house to grab Adele’s emergency papers as the older woman had instructed her to do if such a thing happened. She emerged from the house and came back to the garden. Her heart raced. If something happened to Adele, where would that leave her? Homeless? Again? She swallowed hard as the sirens sounded in the distance.

The ambulance arrived and Adele had still not awakened. The paramedics loaded her up to take her to the hospital.

Titus came to stand by her side.

Cooper was on his leash so as not to be in the way.

A police officer came to get information from them.

“Her name is Adele McElroy. She owns this property and I’m a renter here. We just came home and found her.”

The officer took notes and left.

“I should go to the hospital to be with her.”

“You need to get some sleep.”

Bethany shrugged and yawned. “Not sure I can do that now. Besides, I need to go provide them with the extra papers in this file. Power of attorney and stuff like that.”

“Does she have any family to call?”

“I suppose, but I’d rather call when I know something.”

“Unless they are needed to make decisions.”

“Yeah. Guess I’ll find that out when I read through these documents. But I don’t think I should. I’ll let the professionals deal with that.”

“Want me to come with you?”

“You need to work too, and you drove me home. You go get some rest. I’ll drive over to the hospital and if I’m not needed anymore I’ll come home.”

“Can we pray before I leave?” Titus walked her to the porch, pulled the folder out of her hands, and placed it on the table. He tied up Cooper and sat next to Bethany on a wicker love seat.

Bethany nodded and leaned into him, grateful she hadn’t been alone when Adele was discovered.

He held her hands in his. “Lord Jesus, we ask that You would be with Adele. You know the number of her days and we ask that You give her more. Please give the doctors wisdom and give Bethany Joelle Your peace as we wait to find out what happened. Give us grace to make it through the hours and days ahead. We love You and thank You for the beautiful day You gave us. If it is in Your will to heal Adele, we ask that You would do so for Your glory.”

“Amen,” Bethany whispered.

A kiss landed on her forehead. “Call me when you know anything.”

“But you might be sleeping.”

“I’m here for you. I want you to call me and let me know where you are, what’s going on, and if you’re coming home to rest. I care.”

“OK.” 

He walked to his truck. 

She locked up the house, grabbed the folder, and went to her own car. She followed his vehicle out of the driveway. Arriving at the hospital she went to the emergency room and went over the paperwork with a nurse on duty.

“You are the power of attorney for her medical care, Ms. Hansen.”

“Excuse me?”

“According to these papers she has put you in charge of making decisions in the event she is unable to do so. She also mentions no extreme measures and outlines what she wants or doesn’t want. You’re fortunate. Most people don’t have their wishes on paper this clearly.”

“But I’m only her tenant,” Bethany protested.

“Obviously, you are far more than that. Wait here. The doctor may need to talk to you after he examines her.”

Bethany sagged. “Fine.” She gathered up the papers and went to the waiting room. 

The nurse called Bethany to follow her to the curtained off exam area where the doctor was. 

“Ms. Hanson. Mrs. McElroy has suffered a stroke. She hasn’t awakened yet, so we‘ll admit her and do some tests. Any questions?”

“How long ago was the stroke?”

“We’re not sure yet, but her body temperature was warm. She’d been in the sun for some time. We have her hooked up to intravenous fluids and we’ll know more by morning.”

Bethany nodded. “Is there anything else you need from me?”

The doctor shook his head. “Just your contact information. Looks as though you could use some rest yourself. Get some, return in the morning, and hopefully, we’ll have a better idea of what’s going on.”

“OK. Thank you, doctor.” Bethany left. She fished for her phone as she entered the darkening parking lot. The sun was setting. What had been a beautiful day was now tinged in sadness. She dialed Titus.

“Hey, Bethany, how is she?”

“They believe she experienced a stroke. I found out I’m in charge of making her medical decisions. I didn’t ask for that.”

“Obviously, Adele trusts you, Bethany. Where are you now?”

“I’m leaving the hospital now. I’ll drive home and get some sleep. I’ll go into work for a few hours and see if I can leave early to get back here to see what they’ve learned.”

“I’m sorry this happened.”

Bethany opened the car door, slid inside. She rolled down the windows and started the engine. “Yeah, well, I’m not so naïve to think she would live forever, but she was so vibrant and busy. I guess I was lulled into thinking she was immortal.”

Titus laughed. “None of us are that.”

“I know. But I’ve looked for a place to belong for so long and now I’m afraid I’ve again lost a place where I fit.”

“She’s not dead yet. Don’t give up hope. And you have friends at church, at the garage, and now Kristi and her family.” He sighed. “And you have me.”

“Thank you, Titus.”

“For what?”

“For reminding me of all God has done. Sometimes I slip back into the mindset of that scared sixteen-year-old venturing out into the scary world to live the life of an adult without any support. I’m not that alone anymore and I still struggle to embrace the reality of that.”

“I’ll be praying. Get some sleep. My phone’s beeping. I have a call.”

“Be safe out there.”

“I’ll do my best. Sleep well, Bethany Joelle.”

Bethany entered the dark and empty house and locked up. The space taunted her. She collapsed into bed. Morning would come way too soon. She drifted to sleep with a prayer on her heart. Lord, please save Adele. I never had a grandmother before and she’s been so special to me.
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What we have enjoyed we can never lose.

All that we love most deeply becomes a part of us.

Helen Keller

Bethany groaned as the alarm went off. She dragged out of bed, dressed for work, packing extra clothes to change into when she was done. She made some instant coffee, found bread and toasted it. It wasn’t much but it would sustain her for a little while.

The darkness of the house cast scary shadows she never experienced before when Adele slept in the other room. Was that why Adele liked having her here too? To keep the monsters at bay? She wondered at Adele’s past and why her family was distant. The woman had so much love to give, but people move away, and the cost of travel could be prohibitive. She didn’t complain. The dear woman poured her love into Bethany and her friends. 

Bethany might have to call Adele’s friends later. She grabbed Adele’s phone book, paged through and recognized some of the names. She could make calls later when she knew more. Adele deserved to have friends visiting and praying for her as she recovered.

The store was quiet. The brightness of the lights was a shock to her system. She shoved her stuff in her locker and headed to the bakery. 

Jack was putting his latex gloves on.

“Good morning, Bethany.”

Bethany nodded. “Jack, I found my landlady, Adele, unconscious when I got home yesterday. She’s in the hospital. She had a stroke. If I can get enough work done could I leave early? I’m her medical power of attorney and need to find out how she’s doing.”

Jack frowned and nodded. “Absolutely. How are you?”

“I’m tired. I met with Kristi and her extended family yesterday in Madison. It was a wonderful day. They want to adopt me.”

“You’re an adult.”

“With no family.”

“Wow. Cool.”

“Yeah, but Adele has been like family to me for so long. I’m afraid I’ll lose her. This is the longest I’ve ever lived in one place.”

“I’ll be praying for you and for her.”

“It’s selfish for me to even worry about losing my home now. Adele is who is important.”

“You’re important too, Bethany Joelle. Don’t ever forget that. Let’s get to work.”

“Aye, aye, sir!” She gave have him a mock salute and he grinned as they each turned to the tasks ahead of them.

~*~

Arriving at the hospital, Bethany went to Adele’s room. The window curtains were closed and only an emergency light was on. Adele always opened all her curtains in the morning. Bethany opened the curtains and glanced at the heart monitor. The steady heart rate comforted her. She gently held Adele’s hand. “Adele? It’s Bethany Joelle. Can you hear me? I’m sorry it took me so long to find you yesterday.”

Watery hazel eyes flickered open and focused on Bethany.

“You’re awake. I’m so glad.”

Adele tried to speak but mumbled sounds emerged. A tear trickled down the older woman’s wrinkled cheek.

“You had a stroke. I haven’t talked to the doctor yet about how bad it is or what can be done. I wanted to see you first. I had to work this morning.” The hand she held remained limp. Bethany struggled to keep herself from crying too. “I’m sorry this happened. Once I know what’s going on, I’ll call your family.”

The woman’s head shook and a throaty, “No” came from her.

“You don’t want me to call your family?”

“No.” The heart rate increased.

“OK. I won’t do that. But your friends. I should call them, right?”

Once again, the woman shook her head and another tear trickled down.

“You don’t want them to see you like this?”

Adele’s nod was ever so slight.

“Got it. I guess you’re stuck with me then.”

One corner of the woman’s mouth lifted ever so slightly. 

Bethany grinned. “I’d better go hunt down that doctor and find out what’s happening. Rest. I’ll return.”

~*~

Bethany sat out in the sunshine to call Titus. It should be his lunch break if he didn’t have a towing job.

“Hey, Bethany Joelle.”

“Hi, Titus. Did you get any sleep last night?”

“Some, but not enough. I had a few calls. How’s Adele?”

“She had more than one stroke. The first took her down, but she was there for a while. The doctor said it’s amazing she’s alive.”

“Prognosis?”

“Not good. The tests showed she’s had several tiny ones over the last few months.”

“What’s your next step?”

“I need to call the attorney and find out what these papers really mean. And I want to be here tonight. She doesn’t want me calling her family or friends, but I don’t think she should be alone.”

“So you won’t be coming to the garage?”

“No. Sorry.”

“I understand. Make sure you take care of yourself though too. Call Skye.”

“Why?”

“Because she’s a friend. Friends share the good and the bad.”

Bethany sighed. “I’m not used to having friends.”

“I know. You’ve been alone for so long. But you’re not anymore. Reach out and let people help you.”

“OK. Lawyer first.”

“Fine. I’ll be praying.”

“Thanks. Have a good night, Titus.”

“You too.”

Bethany dialed the lawyer and made an appointment for the next day. She called Skye. “Hey, Skye.”

“Oh, I’m so glad you called. How was your time with your family?”

“They aren’t really my ‘family.’”

“But they want to be.”

“Yes, and it was wonderful.”

“I hear a ‘but’ in there.”

“But I came home and found my landlady suffered a stroke. She’s in the hospital.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Me, too. She’s been like a grandmother to me. Or at least what I would consider a grandma to be. I’ve lived with her for years and helped her out around her home. We’ve made a good team. But it doesn’t look good.”

“Wow. Anything I can do?”

“Pray for us.”

“Absolutely. Can you call her pastor?”

“She doesn’t want any visitors. She seems OK with me being there. I’m her power of attorney. I know nothing about the decisions I might need to make.”

“What an honor. She trusts you. Lean on God and you’ll be fine.”

“I hope so. I’m afraid I’ll make a wrong decision and kill her.”

“God has power over life and death. Listen to the doctors. They’ll help you.”

“I don’t have much experience with the medical stuff. It’s like a foreign language.”

“Ask them to break it down in simpler terms.”

“OK.”

“Keep me informed, OK? And if you need a place to crash, if you don’t feel safe at the house by yourself, you are welcome here. Or for dinner, anytime.”

“I appreciate that. Thank you.”Bethany hung up and tipped her head back against the cushioned chair. “Lord, I don’t think I’m ready for any of this. Help me.”

~*~

The next day she walked into Harrington and Associates law firm to meet with Roberto Rodriguez. She felt out of her element walking into this posh building. The receptionist escorted her to a nice office and let her inside.

“Mr. Rodriguez, Ms. Hanson is here.”

“Thank you.”

The door closed and a tall dark-haired man with blue eyes smiled at her as he stood. “Come in and have a seat.”

Bethany sat in a leather chair across from a shiny wooden desk with neatly stacked piles.

“You came to see me about Adele McElroy?”

“Yes. I found her power of attorney papers in the file she asked me to grab if anything happened to her. She had a stroke Monday and is in the hospital. She can’t talk right now, and they are doing more tests to see how severe the damage is.”

“OK, let’s see if I can make it clearer to you what all these papers mean…”

~*~

Bethany’s head spun after meeting with the lawyer. Mr. Rodriguez was a kind man and patient as he answered her questions. Adele spelled everything out clearly in the paperwork. It stunned Bethany that the older woman trusted her so implicitly, but not her family.

The doctors were clear and not too encouraging about Adele’s future. Bethany spent every afternoon for the next week sitting beside the woman and reading to her from her Bible. She asked several times if she could call friends or family, but the older woman would become agitated, her heart rate would race, and a garbled “no” would be painstakingly spoken.

Adele slept more and more and began refusing the food the nurses would try to feed her. Even for Bethany, feeding was frustrating. Day after day she worked and spent time at the hospital and returned home to a dark house, empty of life in Adele’s absence.

~*~

Two weeks passed.

Titus missed Bethany. She’d asked him not to come to the hospital and since she was only there, at work, or home sleeping, there was no time for him to be with her. Was she taking care of herself? He had gone to the house the past two Saturdays and cut the lawn before heading to the garage. He even went through the garden and pulled out the veggies that needed harvesting and left them on the back table for Bethany to find. He left her cards too, telling her how he missed her and to please call him. The few times she did, exhaustion weighed her words and the conversations were short.

He was eager to worship with her this morning as she’d promised to come. She’d agreed to go to lunch with him. 

Bethany walked into church.

He swallowed hard. Her khaki slacks were baggy. Her shirt hung loose, and she wore a long-sleeved fleece shirt over it. Her hair was scraggly, shoulders hunched. This was a woman worn out. She spied him and gave him a half-smile as she headed his way, hands in her pockets, a hobo bag slung over one shoulder.

“Hey, Titus. It’s good to see you.”

“Bethany Joelle, you’ve lost weight.”

She shrugged.

“You really didn’t have it to lose. Have you been eating? Sleeping?”

“Is this your tactless way of saying I look like crap?” She frowned. Her voice was barely above a whisper.

“I’m sorry, it’s just—. Never mind. Let’s go in.”

“Maybe this was a mistake. I should go…”

“Bethany Joelle.” 

Titus and Bethany turned.

Skye came towards them. She put hands on Bethany’s shoulders. “Girl, you need some good old-fashioned rest and relaxation. Obviously, Adele was the one who was keeping you together and now look at you.”

“I should leave.” Bethany stepped back.

“Oh, no you don’t. Jesus takes us just as we are and you are coming into worship with Ty and me.” She grabbed hold of one arm and nodded to Titus to take the other. 

He opted to put a hand on the small of her back.

They led her into the sanctuary for worship.

Bethany sat between them but didn’t sing. 

As Andrew preached on the gathering of the faithful in Hebrews, Titus prayed for the woman sitting next to him. At one point, she was so still he had to check to make sure she hadn’t fallen asleep.

The service ended and they stood to exit with Bethany sandwiched between Titus and Skye. He grabbed her hand as they entered the aisle and gave it a squeeze which she did not return. When they got to the lobby, Skye stopped them.

“Listen, I’m guessing you guys have a date planned and from what you’ve told me, Bethany Joelle, you’ve not seen this man in almost two weeks. Doesn’t look as though you’ve seen much of your pillow or a good meal either. Why don’t you come over to our house this afternoon? You can eat together by yourselves or join us. I’m not picky. Bethany needs time away from the hospital and that big empty house.”

Titus glanced over to Bethany. “What do you want?”

“That’s fine I guess.”

Titus smiled at Skye. “How about this. Bethany will go home and I’ll run to get Cooper and join her there. I need to check the garden anyway. After that, I’ll bring her over to your house.”

Skye’s face lit up with a bright smile. “Great! I’ll see you later. Call if anything comes up.”

“We will.”

Skye rushed off to pick up her kids from the children’s ministry program.

“Are you up for driving home?” Titus asked.

“Yeah. I can make it. I’ll see you at my place in a little bit.” Bethany sounded tired.

“You have some news to share about Adele?”

“Yeah. Lots of it. I still don’t know how to process it all.”

“We’ll talk. I’d be glad to be a sounding board for you.”

“OK. Thanks.” Bethany released his hand and strode to the door. 

Ty frowned. He rushed home to get Cooper who was more than ready for an adventure. The dog missed Bethany Joelle as well.

~*~

Bethany came home and slipped into comfy jeans and canvas shoes. She couldn’t find a belt, so she used safety pins to make the waistband on the pants smaller. She put on a long-sleeved t-shirt and braided her hair. 

She called the hospital to check on Adele.

The crunch of gravel followed by the happy bark of a dog took her outside. Autumn had come and while some days had been quite warm, today was cooler. 

She grabbed a hoodie on her way out.

“Hey, Bethany Joelle.” Titus drew her into a hug and kissed the top of her head. 

She melted into him. She had been able to survive without loving touches. But now, she longed to be wrapped in Ty’s embrace forever. Too bad marriage wasn’t in her future. This would be the man she’d choose. “Hey, yourself.” 

He pulled her to the wicker loveseat.

Cooper leapt into her lap to smother her in wet kisses.

“So, what’s going on?”

Beth gulped and let out a heavy sigh. “When Adele fell a few weeks ago from her stroke, she hit her head. She has a subdural hematoma. They would normally operate but they don’t know…”

“When do you need to decide?”

“I already gave them permission.”

“Do you want to go to the hospital?”

“No point. She rarely awakens, and I wonder if she even recognizes me anymore.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Thanks for mowing the lawn and picking the vegetables. Yesterday I canned a ton of tomatoes and froze some other vegetables. Adele has a huge freezer in the basement.”

“I’m sure she’ll appreciate it.”

“She might never know. I doubt she’ll return home. She made me power of attorney over her finances and executor of her estate when she dies. She was smart. There’ll be no probate with how she set it all up. I had no clue I meant that much to her.”

“Does that mean you’ll have to move out if she doesn’t come home?”

“No. I can stay here as long as I want to according to the paperwork. And no rent.”

“Well, that’s good, isn’t it?”

“I suppose. It’s weird being alone out here. I can understand why Adele wanted a tenant, even though I wasn’t around much.”

“You took good care of her. Mowing the lawn, shoveling snow…”

“Raking leaves, maintaining her car, minor repairs around the house.”

“Sometimes I wish you weren’t so independent.”

“Why?”

“You make a man feel useless given your ability to take care of yourself.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know any other way to be. No one has been there for me for a long time.”

“I get that. But don’t be afraid to ask for help. By the way, the guys and I have a surprise for you.”

“Yeah?”

“Come here.” He led her to the back of his truck, lifted the cover to the back and let down the door. He reached for a big, lime-green scooter, and placed it on the ground.

“That’s not mine. Mine wasn’t this color and had some dents. This looks new.”

“It is. The guys at the garage all pitched in and shopped around and decided to get you a brand new one. And in your favorite color too.”

“You didn’t need to do that.”

“I know we didn’t, but we wanted to. We care about you. The guys ask about you and have been praying for you and Adele. It’s kind of a new thing now that we’ve been gathering to pray together at six o’clock every work night.”

“That’s cool. You’re a great leader, Ty. Don’t ever doubt it. And thank you. Thank them for me too. She’s beautiful.” Bethany worked hard not to choke up. 

“It’s charged up, want to take her for a spin?”

“Maybe later. Let’s get her into the garage. We should get to Skye’s. Help me put some of the vegetables together to take with us.”

“Done.” He pushed the scooter to the garage.

She grabbed his hand after he emerged and closed the garage door. “What did I ever do to deserve a great guy like you in my life?”

“Nothing. And I ask myself the same question.”

“You wonder what you did to deserve yourself?” She giggled.

“Silly girl. No, what did I do to get the privilege of being in your life? I’ve missed you, Bethany Joelle.”

“I’ve missed you too.” She reached up and planted a kiss on his lips. “I know. I know. No kisses, but you deserved it.”

“I’m not opposed to kisses at all, especially not yours. I just want to be careful we don’t get in trouble.” He drew her close and his lips met hers in a lingering embrace.

She rested against him and sighed. “Right now, I’m content. Even with the rest of my life in turmoil, with you I—”

“—me, too.” He stepped back. “Let’s get those veggies together and get out of here. Skye is too perceptive by half.”

“And you’re embarrassed she’ll think we’ve been making out?”

His face turned a delightful shade of pink, even under the beard. “Yeah.”

“Silly man. Of course, she’ll think that whether we do or don’t.”

He shook his head and grinned. “We’d better go.”

Cooper barked his affirmation of their plan.
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Friends show themselves in times of trouble, not in happiness.

Euripides

Titus carried the bag of canned tomatoes, ears of corn, and some squash as they walked up to the door at Skye and Dan’s home.

Bethany revived after seeing the scooter and he was glad he presented it to her alone. 

Skye met them with her usual exuberance. He could understand how she could be a great Zumba instructor. He doubted she was capable of saying anything that would discourage a participant.  

“Bethany Joelle wanted me to bring this for you.” He unloaded the bag.

“Adele’s garden has been too much for me to keep up with everything,” Bethany added.

“This corn is wonderful. Let’s soak it and put it on the grill after the bratwurst is done.” 

“Mom! Can Cooper come out to play?”

Titus went to the patio door and let the dog out. “I think he’d like that.”

Skye giggled. “Didn’t realize you’d been promoted to ‘mom.’”

“He’s been watching over me like a mother hen. Does that count?” Bethany said as she squeezed his hand.

“How can that be true? I haven’t seen you in two weeks.”

“You’ve mowed the lawn, taken care of the garden, and you’ve touched base with me at least every other day. Skye, he even left a sweet card under my wipers one day.”

“I wouldn’t call that being a ‘mother hen’ if I were you. I’d call that being an attentive boyfriend. Nice job, Ty.”

His face grew warm. “Maybe I should go outside to see how the kids are doing.”

Bethany held him fast. “You haven’t spent time with me in two weeks and now you’re trying to run away?”

“I don’t think you can now, that would be cowardly.” Pastor Dan tossed his keys on an end table and placed his Bible next to it. 

Skye kissed him.

Titus looked away. There was something so raw and beautiful about the affection between Dan and his wife. 

Bethany pushed the bobbing corn further into the water. “I’ve never had corn this way. Is it good?”

“Tender and juicy and the skins can be used as a handle to hold it for eating. Or dipping in a vat of melted butter.” Titus grinned.

“Mmmm, that sounds yummy.”

~*~

At lunch, Titus sat across from Bethany with a kid on each side. 

After they ate, the children ran off to play with Cooper before their naps.

“We have some fun news to share,” Dan said.

“Really? What’s going on?” Titus asked.

Skye grinned. “We’re expecting a baby!”

“Whoa. Wow. That’s so exciting. Dan, you da man.”

He caught the wink the pastor sent to his bride. “It’s surreal. Sharon and I tried and had so many miscarriages, it makes me wary.”

“I tell him this baby is a life to celebrate, regardless of what any future might be. We can rejoice in him or her now.”

“Says the woman who never lost a child.” Dan frowned.

“Dan…” Skye warned.

“Sorry. I really am happy, but I’m terrified too.”

Titus reached over and clasped his friend’s shoulder. “How about we pray?” 

Dan nodded and heads bent.

“Lord, thank You for the wonderful blessing of this child You have given to Dan and Skye as they start their life together. Give them peace as they move forward and help this baby grow to be exactly who You desire him or her to be. We thank You for this life and for their marriage and the wonderful love they share. Amen.”

“Thanks, Titus. So…changing the subject. You two have been a faithful item. What would marriage look like for you?”

Ty knew his eyes widened with shock. He glanced at Bethany Joelle.

She was pale and avoided his gaze. 

“We’ve not gotten that far in any discussion between us…”

“Marriage isn’t in my future,” Bethany blurted out.

Frowning, Titus waited.

Skye, however, did not. “Why? You guys are great together. I can see the love between you. Sparks fly whenever Titus looks at you.”

Bethany shook her head. “I adore Titus.” She glanced up at him with tears in her eyes. “I really do, but I can never marry anyone.”

“So, what did you think we were then? Friends who occasionally kiss?” Titus tried to keep the anger out of his voice. He hadn’t seen this coming and he was tempted to kick Dan under the table for even bringing it up. But better to realize this now than to invest more time in a relationship that wouldn’t be going anywhere.

“I’m sorry. I really do like you a lot Titus, but I can’t ever see myself married.”

“I apologize for bringing this up.” Dan’s frown and the wrinkles between his brows gave evidence of his sincerity.

“I’m thinking it’s time for us to go.” Titus stood and started gathering up plates.

“You don’t need to clean up the table, Ty.” Skye reached over to touch Bethany Joelle’s arm. “I think we may need to talk, huh? But not today. Go home and get some rest and let us know how Adele fares with her surgery. Let me know when you’ll join me for a late lunch this week.”

Bethany stood. “Thank you. Lunch was wonderful. And congratulations.” 

Skye enveloped her in a hug.

Titus ground his teeth together and gave Dan a nod. He called outside for Cooper who bounded in. Titus snatched the dog up and headed for the door with Bethany trailing behind.

Cooper rested in Bethany’s lap on the way to her home.

“Ty, I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

“But you’re not sorry for what you said.”

“No.”

“Then don’t bother apologizing.”

“Does this mean…?”

“No more kisses and hand holding? Yes. That’s exactly what it means. You know, I’ve waited a long time to fall in love with someone and the last thing I expected was to be kicked to the curb with no good explanation.”

“It’s not you. It’s me.”

“Humph. I don’t buy it. Fear has control of you. You’re afraid to trust someone. The one thing you want most—to be loved and have a family—is also the thing you fear.”

“People die on me. I don’t want you to die.”

“Stop being so superstitious. Dan struggles to accept that maybe this baby will live even though many died, but he didn’t kill it because of that.”

“You’re being ridiculous.”

“Am I? You’ll kill what we have together because you’re afraid I’ll die? What does that get you? You lose me all the sooner. Nice. Kill me now, or at least kick me out of your life because you’re afraid you might lose me sixty years from now? And what about all that time between now and then? I used to think that maybe God had you on a few detours on your way to happiness but now I wonder, how many of those were your own doing? This one certainly is.” He pulled into her driveway and jumped down to let her out. He shut her door keeping the dog in the car.

“I love you. You can’t kill that. But I can’t go on pretending everything’s fine when you won’t even trust in God enough to believe in an ‘us.’” He got back into the truck. 

Bethany stood there. 

He backed out of the driveway and hit the road for home. His apartment was empty. He slumped down in a chair and let the hurt bubble up to the surface of his heart. 

Cooper snuggled into his lap.

His phone beeped to indicate a text from Bethany.

Adele passed away.

He shook his head. Another death for her to deal with, but what was his responsibility here? She’d already said there was no future for them. What did that mean now? How did he treat her as merely a friend when his heart was cracked and bleeding? He lifted the phone. 

I’m sorry. She was a sweet woman. What do you need?

Be by my side for the funeral.

When?

I’ll let you know. I’ll be talking to the funeral home tomorrow. Perhaps Thursday.

Fine. I’ll be there. Let me know when and where.

Thanks, Ty.

He tossed the phone onto the coffee table, startling Cooper. He’d be a friend and he’d stand by her side at the funeral. Beyond that, he had no clue what he’d do. What if she decided to come back to the garage and he had to see her every day? How could he handle that?

~*~

She texted him again on Monday with the details. He shook his head. Why was he humoring her? She’d rejected him. But she’d not crushed him. He would get past this. Someday he’d find someone. Maybe. He didn’t think he was a great prize, but he’d always hoped he’d find that one woman…and obviously, he was wrong in thinking it was Bethany Joelle.

Someone had the oldies station on when he got to the garage, and of course, who would be singing? Billy Joel. Ah, yes, the old classic “Just the Way You Are.”. He loved Bethany the way she was and he didn’t want her to change for him. He only wished her faith was strong enough to let him in.

The guys at the garage gathered for prayer.

“How’s B.J. doing? She coming back anytime soon?” Will asked.

Titus shrugged. “Her landlady Adele passed away yesterday. The wake is Thursday from four to six with the funeral following. I’m sure she’d appreciate you all coming to offer your support.”

“How are the two of you doing? I saw you holding hands yesterday at church.”

“We’re done. She made it clear. Why don’t we pray?”

The men all took turns praying and then went about their tasks.

Sam came up to Titus. “Why are you ‘done’ with B.J.?”

“She made it clear she wanted to be nothing more than friends.”

“Love doesn’t turn off that easily, Ty.”

“Who said I loved her?”

“You didn’t need to say it. But we all see it. Don’t give up on her. Not yet.” Sam patted him on the shoulder and walked away.

“I need to give up. I can’t do this to myself anymore. Hoping for something that’s impossible,” he whispered.

I specialize in the impossible.

Titus turned around. No one was there. “So, what? Are You saying that I’m the one who is lacking faith in You, Jesus?”

Silence. 

He shook his head and went to help Will on a head gasket. Better than talking to himself in the conference room. Someone might think he was crazy. And maybe he was, because Sam was right. He still loved Bethany Joelle Hanson and had no idea how to turn that off.

~*~

Tuesday was busy with tow truck runs, but his mom managed to catch him on the phone over the lunch hour.

“What’s going on with you and Bethany Joelle?” she asked.

“Why do you ask?” He rolled his eyes grateful his mother couldn’t see him.

“Because I talked to her last night. She told me about Adele and that she asked you to come to the funeral. Why would that dear girl even need to ask that?”

“Because that ‘dear girl’ has made it clear that she doesn’t want me for anything more than a friend.”

“What? She can’t be serious.”

“She was. I told her I would come to the funeral but that was it. I’m done.”

“You’re not done, though are you? I know you, Titus. You’ve never given your heart like this before.”

“Carly—”

“She was lust—not love—and you know it.”

Titus remained silent.

“Listen. I’m praying. Besides, I also have a new boyfriend for you to meet soon. Chuck is a great guy. A pilot.”

“Aiming high?”

“Too funny. I think you’ll like him. Listen. I’m heading out for a flight to New York. I’ll be back soon and maybe we can talk more then.”

“No interfering. I don’t need you giving Bethany a sales pitch for me. If she has to be convinced, she’s not the girl for me.”

“I can pray. God is far more convincing than I am anyway.”

“Fine. Love you, Mom. See you.”

“I love you too.”

Titus hung up and threw the rest of his lunch away. He wasn’t hungry anymore. Why couldn’t everyone leave him alone? Life was bigger than one woman. He had a job to do, a ministry to run, a dog, and friends. He didn’t need Bethany Joelle Hansen in his life.

But oh, how he wanted her anyway.

~*~

Skye opened the door and let her in. “I brought you some fresh baked bread.” Bethany offered the loaves.

“What, no cookies? The kids will be disappointed.”

“Well, the one is a cinnamon loaf. Great for toast in the morning.”

“You might have saved yourself.” 

They walked to the kitchen. 

“Can I make you a sandwich? Salad?”

“No. Thanks. I’m not hungry.”

“You’ve lost weight and I get the feeling you’re not eating much at any time. What’s going on?”

“Adele.”

“Yes, I’m so sorry about you losing her. Dan and I will come to the funeral. My mom said she’d take the kids for us.”

“Thanks. This has all gone too easy. She had set up all the arrangements. One phone call and everything was in place. The only thing I needed to do was bring her favorite dress and makeup to the funeral home. A few phone calls to main people and the word was out and I had nothing left to do. I’m grateful, but it’s all surreal. I can’t believe she’s gone. She was so vibrant and the most stable home I’ve ever been in.”

“Will you need to move?”

“No. There was a list of things to gather and I’ll be bringing them to the funeral for the family. They are barred from the property. This woman saved a ton of money. She left some to her church, some to The Garage ministry and the rest…to me. They’ll all hate me. I had no idea she was worth that much.”

“She left you the house and land?”

Bethany nodded. “And you know what’s even worse?”

“What?”

“Miles is her great-grandson. She never said a word, but I suspect she was aware of what happened between him and me.”

“Did she make that will afterward?”

“No. She made it years ago. She left accounts all over the place with various family members named as beneficiaries. But Miles gets probably the smallest amount of money from one of those. He’s still in jail so he’ll not realize it yet.”

“Are you saying you now own a house, free and clear? And are you wealthy?”

“I’m not wealthy, but at least comfortable. I still can’t believe it although Mr. Rodriquez declares it to be true.”

“Wow.”

“I know, right? I’ll likely have some hefty taxes to pay but after that? I really don’t need to work if I don’t want to.”

“Will you quit your job?”

“What would I do? I might cut my hours. I can afford better health insurance now.”

“You’ve not had any all this time?”

“I had some but had to pay into it a lot. I could barely afford that and it didn’t cover much.”

“Wow. That’s the kind of windfall I would have loved when I was living alone with two kids after my divorce. I struggled every month worrying about whether I’d be able to pay the rent. I was on public assistance for food and help with paying the fuel but still…”

“I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

Skye grinned. “Yeah but this handsome pastor moved in across the hall and my entire world turned around. And look where I am today. An accomplished artist, married, with a beautiful home, a man who adores me, two beautiful healthy kids and another on the way. It was a rough road getting here, but when I remember all God has done, it makes me appreciate the blessings even more.”

“So, you’re not jealous?”

“Why would I be jealous? Yes, you have a house. Money. But Bethany, you spurned a great man who adores you. He’s been there for you and you won’t give him a chance. What if the real reward is trusting God by letting Titus be all he longs to be to you?”

“He’s a marrying kind of man.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“I have no idea what it is to be married. To have what you and Dan experience. I’ve so little understanding of that. I’m afraid I would hurt him. Fail him. He deserves better.”

Skye shook her head. “I didn’t know either and it terrified me stepping into a role of pastor’s wife that Dan’s first wife held. Sharon was loved by so many people. Dan adored her. I had a horrible first marriage and was new to my faith in Christ. It was a huge step of faith to trust God, and Dan, and step into that future. But I’m glad I did. Sure we have our struggles. Kids are a challenge and now with the new baby coming, it raises all kinds of emotional pain for Dan. But we’ll get through this. He was afraid too. If you don’t have some fear, I’d be worried about you.”

“So, the fear is good?”

“I think it’s better to be realistic about the challenges ahead than to be so starry-eyed you think everything will be wonderful all the time. Life isn’t a fairytale and any happily-ever-after story only ends at a high point. Life goes on with its ups and downs. You’ve had more downs perhaps, but it’s made you who you are today. Yes, we need to trust God, but if you seek Him and he says Titus is your man to hold on to, don’t ever let him go. You’ll regret it in the long run.”

Bethany sighed. “There’s too much to think about right now. My head is spinning. I should get going. I’m almost done packing up stuff for Thursday and I’ve been so tired. While I will have money, I don’t quite have it yet. I still need to work the rest of this week.”

“Will you be returning to The Garage?”

“I’d like to…but it will be weird if Titus and I are still at odds.”

“Here’s something to think about. If Titus were to die today, would you have regrets?”

“What a horrible thing to say.” Bethany’s heart raced at the thought.

“Think about it. It might help you understand where your heart really is in regard to your relationship with him.”

Bethany left. Entering her car, she blinked back the tears. If she never saw Titus again? Her heart would crumble into a million pieces. Would she regret never having given them a chance?

Yes. Most definitely yes.

Did she have the faith to take a step in that direction?

And would Ty even be willing to forgive her faithlessness? 

Would God?
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Life is too short to worry about anything.

You had better enjoy it because 

the next day promises nothing.

Eric Davis

Bethany’s heart raced when Titus walked into the funeral home. He cleaned up well, but a suit and tie? The man could be on the front of a magazine, and not one for mechanics. Her mouth watered and when he looked her way she met his gaze with eyebrows raised. 

He gave her a nod and strode over to her. Even his shoes had a polish to them. He’d shaved off his beard too. “Bethany Joelle. You look lovely in that dress.”

“I figured Adele deserved me at my best even if it’s uncomfortable.”

“Why? You’re stunning. Are you afraid others will see you as an attractive woman? You are, you know. Beautiful.”

“Thanks. You can stop now.” She reached up to touch his smooth cheek. “Why’d you shave it off? I was always partial to your beard.”

“What does it matter?”

“You’re drop dead gorgeous no matter what your facial hair. But you look so different.”

“I could say the same about you in that dress. And are you wearing makeup? Is that why you wanted me here? To fight off all the men who will be panting after you?”

“You can stop, Titus. This is a funeral. Not a party where I am seeking a conquest.”

“Right. You don’t want one anyway. Forgive me.”

She placed her hand on his sleeve. “I was wrong about that. We’ll talk another time but I’m sorry I hurt you. I was wrong. I only pray you’ll forgive me and give me a chance to explain.”

“Fine. We’ll talk.”

She led him over to where the open casket was placed, surrounded by a garden of flowers. “We’re supposed to stand here, I guess. Her instructions. She didn’t want the family to be planning her funeral.”

“So why me?”

Bethany smiled. “Moral support. I suspect her family will not be pleased. Mr. Rodriguez said he’d be coming too at some point. He plans to meet with the family after the service. Can you stay for that?”

“If you need me. Yes.”

“I want you there. I’ve spent too much of my life not needing or wanting anyone. I’m trying to change.”

“If you say so.” His soft words were almost lost as people started to arrive.

Throughout the two-hour gauntlet of old friends of Adele’s and family who bypassed her for the casket, Titus was faithful in providing a stool and later bottled water. He escorted her out when the funeral director dictated she leave along with family for the closing of the casket. 

Bethany sniffed at her last glance at the dear woman who gave her so much. A safe place to live and to be accepted for who she was. And now a future. Had Adele counted the cost of that future for Bethany? Money couldn’t obscure the resentment simmering amongst the family members—all directed at her.

Titus stood by her side, silent for the majority of the night. A gentle hand on her back offered support and a frown appeared when threats were perceived. A couple times she noticed he swallowed his own tears.

The service was short and sweet. Kind words spoken by Adele’s pastor warmed Bethany’s heart. The woman was good to others as much as she had been to her.

After the service, Roberto Rodriguez approached.

“Mr. Rodriguez, is it OK if Titus comes with me for this?”

“That’s fine. Come this way.”

They entered a conference room and Titus nudged her toward a seat near Roberto. He sat on the other side as if he meant to be a wall of protection. 

The other family members came in and sat. A few stood around the perimeter of the room.

“I’m Roberto Rodriguez, retained by Adele McElroy to handle her legal needs. Miss Bethany Joelle Hanson is the designated power of attorney and executor of the estate. In accordance with the wishes dictated by Mrs. McElroy, Miss Hanson has prepared and brought with her all the items from the home that are specified in the will to be distributed now to the family.

“To Craig McElroy, she has left you your father’s guns.”

“No money or the car?”

“Money later. For now, just the guns,” the attorney responded.

“To Gina McElroy Wendt, she has left the photographs. They are in a bin on the table behind me.”

“No money?”

“You’ll need to wait. Right now, I’m going through physical possessions. Financial distribution follows.”

He finished going through the list and started to get to the financial accounts. “The details of your individual financial inheritances are in an envelope for each of you. She opened up separate investment accounts with the individual as beneficiary. With the death certificate, you can claim ownership. The actual account information and most recent balances are detailed in your envelopes.”

The sound of paper ripped as everyone opened the envelopes. 

Craig exclaimed, “That’s it? What about her? She was only a tenant.”

“Ms. Hanson has been gracious in taking care of Adele all these years and assisting her in whatever way needed. Her inheritance is none of your concern.” The attorney rose. “The property is in her name now and any of you who step foot on it without her express permission are considered trespassers.”

“But that was our family home,” Gina whined.

“And when did you last visit your family home?” the attorney asked with eyebrows raised.

Silence met this question. Roberto turned to Bethany. “I was instructed to give you this after the funeral. If you have any further questions or need for legal advice, please feel free to call me.”

“Thank you, Roberto.” Bethany took the envelope and sighed at seeing Adele’s impeccable penmanship on it. She rose and turned to Ty. “Shall we go?”

He nodded and stood, pulling back her chair for her. He kept his hand on her lower back as he steered them through the grumbling family members.

When they reached the hallway, she whispered, “Gina is Mile’s grandmother.”

He nodded and continued to steer her through the mingling crowds to her car. “Think you can get home? Will you be safe there? Those people resent you.”

“But I did nothing to warrant that. I didn’t ask to be put in her will or to get an inheritance from her.”

“I know. I’m happy for you. Get home, lock the doors, and enjoy your letter.”

“We still need to talk.”

“Agreed, but we don’t have to do it now.” Titus closed the door and stepped aside to watch her leave, hands in his pockets.

She couldn’t believe she’d been foolish enough to throw a relationship with him away. She only hoped it wasn’t too late to change things. 

She arrived home and parked. She walked up the back steps to the house. Her home now. No longer a place she rented. She owned it. She’d taken care of the transfer papers yesterday and switching her renter’s insurance to homeowner’s insurance as well as insuring Adele’s old car under her name and transferring the title. She walked inside and locked the door behind her. 

She walked into the living room and surveyed the old worn furniture. She’d probably start getting rid of things and buying new. Maybe repaint and redecorate room by room. The kitchen would be the hardest as that was where Adele spent most of her time. Bethany wanted a bigger kitchen. That would mean some remodeling, but since it was off the back porch and the property was large, it was doable. 

Clothes to sort through, and memories to store. Ideas flooded her mind.

The phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Bethany Joelle, I’m sorry I couldn’t make it, how was the funeral?” Kristi’s voice was full of concern.

“Hi, Mom. It was fine as funerals go. I survived the meeting with the family too.”

“You’re a homeowner now. What does Titus think about that?”

“I kind of hurt him a few days ago. He came and stood by my side tonight, but I’m realizing I made a huge mistake with him and hope I can make it better.”

“Give him time. He adores you. I wanted to talk to you about the adoption. I’m sending you the paperwork.”

“Great. I’ll go over it with my attorney.”

“I hope we can make this work.”

“Me, too.”

“Love you, Bethany.”

“Love you too, Mom.”

Bethany opened the refrigerator. Nothing appealed to her so she grabbed an apple and ate it, drank some water, and headed up to bed. It’d been a long day. She climbed under the covers, grateful that the cooler fall weather made keeping her window open a pleasure. She grabbed the letter and turned on the bedside lamp.

What would Adele write to her?

Dear Bethany Joelle,

It might seem strange that you are reading this after I’ve already gone to be with the Lord in heaven. I’m sure my funeral was interesting as you finally met my children and grandchildren. You know they haven’t visited me in the entire time you’ve been here. You have been more family to me than any of them the past few years. To them, pursuing their careers and making and spending money was more important than time spent with an old woman.

But you never treated me that way. You treated me as a friend. And I never had to ask you to do all you did. You just did them. Raking leaves, mowing the lawn, shoveling snow, fixing my car or changing the oil. Rototilling the garden and cleaning it up in the fall, picking apples off the ground, playing cards with me on lonely afternoons when you’d rather be taking a nap because you were so tired.

So now you have a chance, dear, to do and be anything you want. Make a difference in the world or stay here safe and sound and bake your delicious bread. Open up your own repair shop. Whatever your heart desires and the Lord approves of.

And don’t turn away from love. My greatest joy was my husband and his laughter and friendship over the years. And yes, the kisses. Enjoy every one and never rush them. Savor the man who captures your heart. I pray you find someone who will help you heal from the hurts of your past. And maybe you’ll help heal him too.

Most of all keep seeking and following the Lord. I know we’ve attended different churches with different styles of worship, but we love the same Jesus. He’ll never leave you or abandon you and when He died, He came back for you. I may not always understand His ways but I understand His character and it is good. You can trust Him.

It has been a pleasure having you living in my house. Now it is yours. Fill these rooms with love and laughter. Enjoy. Replace the stove. Bake lots of bread.

Resting in His loving arms,

Adele

A home filled with love and laughter. She could only envision that with one man. She fell asleep wondering what it would have been like to kiss Titus without his beard.

~*~

Friday afternoon, Bethany dressed to work in the garage. She’d been gone for too long and looked forward to something she enjoyed. She walked in and was greeted by the guys, many whom had shown up for the funeral.

“Thanks guys for the scooter and for coming yesterday. Adele donated a significant sum of money to this ministry and I’m not sure if we can use it or not, but I’d like to donate her car. It’s in good running condition although a little old.”

The guys all clapped. 

Titus called them to order. “Thanks, B.J. Maybe we can get that in here tomorrow to do a once-over. Not that you haven’t maintained it well…”

“I understand and appreciate an extra set of eyes going over it.”

“Great, let’s pray.”

Bethany stood with the men as they formed a circle and shot out praises and prayer requests. One even thanked God for bringing B.J. back to work. It wasn’t Ty’s voice. 

Ty closed the prayer, and everyone took off for their respective jobs. 

B.J. wandered over to the board, selected a task to do, and went to work. The time was short, she still had her morning job. She washed her hands, checked off her work and stopped by the office.

Titus was going over some invoices. He motioned her in.

“I’m heading out.”

“Working tomorrow?” He didn’t look up from his papers.

“Yeah, but we still need to talk.”

“I’m sure we will.” He stared up at her and the tenderness she used to see in his eyes wasn’t there. His mouth was set in a firm line.

“I’m sorry, Ty. I never meant to hurt you. I want to make this right between us.”

“What does right look like to you?”

“Us. Together. Holding hands. Talking about life and faith and cars…”

“That’s it?”

“Well, I did wonder what it would be like to kiss you clean-shaven.” 

He hadn’t shaved today.

“Guess that ship passed you by.”

“Maybe so, but the other one—us being together?”

“I don’t know.” He leaned back in his chair. “What if we start getting close and you bail on me again?”

“I can’t make promises.”

“Neither can I. Will and I will stop by tomorrow to get the car. Is two in the afternoon OK?”

“Yeah. That should work.” Defeated she ducked her head and left.

She arrived home to a dark and empty house.

“Bake lots of bread and fill these rooms with love and laughter.” Those were Adele’s instructions. But how would she get through to Titus? “Lord, help me with this. Help him understand I love him.”

Have you told him that?

Wait. What? Had she?

No.

How would she go about doing that?
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Life without love is like a tree without blossoms or fruit.

Khalil Gibran

The car was washed and ready when Ty and Will showed up. 

Bethany emerged from the house with the signed title and keys. “Here you go. I know she’s old but she served Adele well.”

“Thanks, B.J.” Will grabbed the title and tossed the keys to Titus. “We’ll get her back to the shop and check her out. Hopefully, she can be put to use soon by someone who really needs her.”

“Great. Thanks for coming for her.” Bethany nodded and walked back to the house.

Titus turned it on and the engine settled into a steady purr. He backed out of the driveway. The suspension was good, and the tires seemed sound. He drove the short distance to the shop. The vehicle also had air-conditioning. Why wouldn’t Bethany keep this car and get rid of her old one? The one with no air? This was in far better shape. He shook his head as he got out at the garage.

The men descended on the car and gave it a once over.

“It’s clean. Everything is in great working order, Ty,” Sam said. 

The guys nodded their heads.

“Great. Park it off to the side and lock it. I’ll give Dan a call to let him know we have another vehicle if there’s a need. Seems like most single moms want a mini-van, but this would be a reliable vehicle for someone.”The ministry had benefited from Adele’s financial gift, and now the car.

Titus went to make the call. 

Bethany Joelle had apologized, and he’d been downright rude to her. He missed her. Cooper did too. Just what was he to do about it? “Oh, yeah, you’re the guy, Ty. Perhaps you should, I don’t know, call her?” Now he was talking to himself. If it had been someone else, he’d be ready to deck them. He picked up the phone. “Hi, Bethany. The car passed inspection. You did a beautiful job keeping it maintained.”

“Thanks, Titus. I appreciate you calling to let me know.”

“I was wondering if I could come over a little later. I can bring take out.”

“I’d like that.”

“Any preference?”

“Surprise me.”

“OK, around six?”

“Sounds good. I’ll see you then.”

Titus hung up and grinned. He had a date and her apology, he also had a chance to win her heart. Even if she didn’t think it was up for grabs.

He closed up shop, took Cooper for a jog, showered, and went to get some Chinese take-out.

~*~

He drove with Cooper barking out the window, eager to see Bethany Joelle. He let the dog out first and snatched the food. 

There was a crispness to the air. Part of the garden was dug up. A basket of apples sat on the bottom step. 

Cooper ran wildly around searching for Bethany. 

Ty took the back steps two at a time. “Bethany?” he called out, setting the food on the table on the porch. 

Plates and silverware were set out along with glasses of iced tea. 

The screen door opened, and she emerged rubbing her hair with a towel. She wore a t-shirt and sweatpants, and her feet were bare. She turned and tossed the towel inside, her hair all wavy and tangled. “Sorry. I was working up the garden for winter and lost track of time. Have you been here long?”

“I just arrived.” He drank her in, the sun-kissed cheeks, the glow in her eyes. He’d missed her so much. He swept back a wet lock of hair. 

She stared up at him. “You shaved.”

“I thought maybe I’d satisfy that curiosity for you.” He touched his lips to hers and savored the sweet taste of apple.

 Her hand came up to cup his face and slid up into his hair. She gave a low moan.

He released her. 

She stumbled back a step. “Wow. Does that mean you forgive me?”

“Yeah, I guess it does.”

She sat down. “What’d you bring?”

“That’s it? You wanted to know how it felt to be kissed by me without a beard. I get no verdict on that?” He grinned as he pulled out the containers of food. He dumped the fortune cookies in the middle of the table, set the paper bag aside, and opened the boxes e.

“It was sweet and wonderful…it doesn’t matter to me whether you have a beard or not. I enjoy kissing you either way. Although the beard can tickle me at times which can be, um, fun.”

“You were about to say something else.”

“True, but I promised not to tempt you so I’m trying to be good.”

“You think a word could tempt me?”

“Perhaps. I’ll err on the side of caution.”

“Aw, come on. Now I’m curious. What word?”

She bit her lower lip making him want to kiss her all over again. 

“Stimulating.”

He leaned back in his chair as her face grew pink. He couldn’t hide a grin. “Good to know.”

They dug into their meal.

He broke open the fortune cookie. “What’s yours say?” he asked.

“I hadn’t gotten that far.” She opened it and gave part of the cookie to Cooper. “Hmmm. It says, ‘Fear is a voluntary prison.’”

“Wow. Mine says, ‘Someone you love will save you at great cost.’”

“That sounds foreboding.”

“They’re just silly. Nothing to take seriously.”

“There is some truth in mine, don’tcha think? I mean, fear really is something I’ve let imprison me. You were right that I need to trust God for the future. The fact is, I’ve come to realize…I love you.”

Titus held his breath and waited, but she said nothing more. “You do?”

“Yes. Adele saw it too. And Skye. I’ve been too busy walking in a prison of fear to see through the bars to someone wonderful. It’s my choice to open that door and step into that with you.”

“And you’re making that choice?”

“Yes. I am. I don’t need you in my life, but I want you in my life. You make living on this earth better. You make me smile. And your kisses, well, I really enjoy those, perhaps too much.”

Titus laughed. “I’ve gotten that impression. I love you too, and couldn’t stay angry at you for long. I’ve never felt as if I was worthy enough to have a woman love me, and when you said you’d never marry—me—it seemed like confirmation. I’m not worthy but God showed me none of us are. Your love makes me worthy. God’s love enables me to see beyond my past to a better future. I don’t know what that will look like. I don’t know what a good relationship takes.”

“Neither do I, but we know those who can help us learn. Dan and Skye, for instance. I think we have enough to help us muddle through.” Bethany Joelle grinned.

“I don’t really want to muddle through.”

“Me neither.”

“Is marriage a possibility in the future?” Titus asked.

“I’m open to it if you are. I’m used to being alone, but I don’t like it.” Bethany started to close up the containers. “I don’t know what the future holds, but I’d like it very much if you were a part of it.”

“Come here.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her over to his lap. He hugged her close and blew into her neck making her giggle. “See, even without a beard I can tickle you.”

“I think I need to test this out again before you grow it out.”

“I thought I passed the test either way.”

“You do, but it never hurts to double check my results, does it?”

“Only double?”

“Maybe triple.”

“Kiss me already, will you?” Titus chuckled.

Bethany obeyed.

When he came up for air he held her close.

She snuggled into him. She raised her head after a few minutes and tapped his nose with her finger. “I’m glad you came over tonight.”

“Me, too. Will you be at church tomorrow?”

“Yes. I’m meeting Kristi for lunch and you’re welcome to join us if you want.”

“I’d like that.” He rubbed her back. “Why did you give the good car to the garage and keep your old one?”

“Easy. It’s a nice reliable car so it will serve someone well. I plan to purchase a different vehicle for myself. I haven’t decided what yet.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really. Being in the country I was considering a sports utility vehicle instead of a sedan.”

“Will it be green?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you want any help when it’s time to look?”

“We’ll see. I know cars well enough to know what’s good. Part of me wants to do it on my own.”

“I understand.” He grinned.

She stood and grabbed the food. 

He held the door open and returned to the table to stack the dirty dishes. 

“I’m remodeling this kitchen. Get a dishwasher and more counter space for baking, and a better oven too. Might even knock out that wall there to do it.”

“Lots of changes going on in your life.”

“Sometimes it seems like too many.”

“A bit overwhelming?”

“Yeah, and this house is so empty at night.”

“You’re scared?”

“There’ve been some nasty voice mails from Adele’s family.”

“Change the number.”

She grinned at him. “Great idea.”

“You could consider a security system and some motion sensitive lights.”

“I thought of that, but not sure about installing something like that when I’ll be doing a major remodel.”

“The lights would help.”

“Yeah, maybe. We’ll see.” She stood close to him, although her head only came to his shoulder.

He placed his hands on her arms. “I should get going. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Thanks for dinner.”

He planted a quick kiss on her lips. “Thanks for dessert.” With a wink, he was out the door. 

Cooper trotted to the car. 

Titus grinned all the way home.

~*~

The house creaked as old homes do. As Bethany shut off the lights and double checked the doors she wondered again about the nasty message on voice mail. She walked over to the machine in the moon-lit room and pressed the button.

“You will pay. You’ve taken everything from me. You’re not getting away with this.”

The voice was garbled as if the speaker spoke with marbles in his mouth. Miles was still in jail, so it couldn’t be him. 

She was grateful that she hadn’t been needed to testify. He’d pled guilty to the charges of hit and run. A nearby homeowner voluntarily produced security footage showing the incident and verifying the license plate number.

Bethany rubbed her ribs. They still sometimes ached. She wasn’t old enough to have bones that foretold barometric weather changes. 

She turned off the machine. 

Shadows of the trees moved in the moonlight. A storm was coming laden with rain. Some of the leaves had already started to change color but the season wasn’t at its peak yet.

She padded up to her room. She missed the security of Ty’s arms. Was it possible they might marry one day? Live here, have a garden, and a family? Cooper would adore chasing after kids in the yard. And she’d bake and learn to cook other food. Adele had taught her how to can. She plopped her bottom on the bed and stared out the window at the moon.

“Jesus, is it possible that You will give me all I’ve ever wanted after all these years? I don’t care about the money although it’s nice and I’m grateful. Let Adele know I’m fine. I’m meeting Kristi tomorrow to hand over paperwork for the adoption. Titus has forgiven me and loves me. I have choices, friends, and work I love. Thank you—” Tears flowed and she curled up on the bed and wept.

Could she be thankful for her father’s death, her mother’s suicide, for being taken from Kristi and Russell’s home after two wonderful years? For discovering that Miles wasn’t the charming man he seemed on the surface?

If she hadn’t taken that journey would she be able to appreciate all that was happening now? She hoped she would, but perhaps Titus was right in saying that these detours to her happiness…some were her own doing.

“Jesus, we didn’t do too badly, You and I. I mean, I never forgot You after Kristi explained who You were and how You adopted me into Your family. Did my parents know You? I pray that they did, but there’s nothing I can do about it now. It makes me sad to think that I’ll never see them again. That they would never know I survived. That I love them. That I missed them. Help me not waste the days and hours You’ve given me. Teach me what I need to know to be a good friend. A good daughter, a good girlfriend, and maybe someday a wife and mother. I can’t do this without You.”

She drifted to sleep having never changed her clothes.
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Love is our true destiny.

We do not find the meaning of life by ourselves alone

—we find it with another.

Thomas Merton

There is something heady about being loved, in knowing the touch of someone who cared for her. Bethany Joelle enjoyed the confidence of that as she worshiped between Skye and Titus on Sunday. When she exited the church, she couldn’t have repeated what Andrew talked about in his message. The rosy haze she walked in seemed impenetrable.

“Shall I meet you at the restaurant or do you want me to pick you up, so we can travel in one car?” Ty asked as he handed her a cup of coffee in the café.

She reached up to touch the short growth on his chin. “Pick me up. Then I can spend more time with you.”

He grinned. “Watch the public displays of affection. People will talk.”

“And what will they say?”

“Perhaps that you should get a room?” Will came to stand with them. “But you’d need a wedding first.” He winked at her. “How are you, B.J.? We’ve missed you in the garage. By the way, nice job on Adele’s car. She’ll be a sweet ride for someone.”

“Found a home for it yet?” She addressed the question to Titus.

“Not yet. But I’m content to have a few vehicles sitting ready and waiting. That way if someone’s car breaks down we have something for them to use while we fix the other one. It takes the pressure off and allows us to make sure we can do the best job possible.”

“Sounds good.”

“I agree. So back to my question.” Will nudged her with his elbow.

“I didn’t hear a question.” Bethany’s eyebrows rose.

“When are you coming back to work in the garage?”

“I was there Friday. Is that the real question or do you want to know when I’ll bring you donuts again?”

“I’m partial to the raised sugared ones.” Will licked his lips.

“I’m sure you are.” Titus patted his roommate’s stomach bulge.

“Hey, you can’t blame me. You keep taking Cooper out for runs and that leaves me with no one to run with.”

Titus laughed. “Right. All my fault and not the fact that you work eight to five as an accountant in an office filled with women who bring treats on a regular basis.”

Will shrugged. “Hey, a guy needs to eat. Speaking of, I need to go. Meeting some friends for lunch. See you soon, B.J.?”

“Soon and I’ll try to remember to bring the donuts.”

He smiled and gave her a thumbs up. “Great. Later, Ty.” With that, he was gone.

“Ready to go meet Kristi?”

“Yeah. You’ll pick me up at home?”

“I’ll follow you there.”

“Let’s go.” She tossed her empty cup in the garbage and headed for the door, pleased when Titus grabbed her hand to hold as they walked out together.

~*~

Kristi was already at the restaurant when they arrived. The older woman embraced Bethany and gave Titus a hug.

“I’m so glad you brought him. You remember Allen from the picnic?” Allen shook their hands.

Titus grinned. “Is this a double date? Mother-daughter style?”

Allen chuckled.

Kristi blushed. “Not intentionally, but I’m glad we get to spend some time together.”

Bethany liked Allen. He wasn’t anything like Russell, but he was sweet and jovial and she was glad that after all of Kristi’s losses, she had this good man in her life. 

Ty put his arm around her shoulder to whisper in her ear. “Don’t ever forget. I love you.” He winked at her and removed his arm to pick up the menu. 

She nodded and grabbed her own. Love. It really was a beautiful thing.

After ordering, Bethany put her envelope on the table and slid it across to Kristi. “Here’s the paperwork you need for the hearing. My attorney went over everything and it should all be in order.”

Kristi clapped her hands. “After all these years, I can hardly believe this is really happening. I know you don’t need an inheritance or anything financially from me, but it thrills me that I finally get to be your mom. I can’t make up for all the years we lost together, but look forward to being part of your future.” She glanced over to Titus. “You don’t have any news to share do you?”

Bethany shook her head. “We’re a couple. We’re dating, we love each other, and for now, that’s enough.”

“Is it?” Allen chimed in and looked at Titus. “It’s not for me. Kristi might be afraid to share the news, but we are getting married next week.”

Kristi turned, and they kissed. 

The waitress placed their plates and departed.

“Let me pray for us,” Allen offered.

Titus grabbed Bethany’s hand and squeezed as they bowed their heads.

“Lord, thank You for this day, for this wonderful food and the love of family and friends. You are a good God and we are grateful for Your many blessings and the twists and turns You’ve had us on to get to this moment in time where we can experience great joy in all You’ve done. Amen.”

“Amen,” Titus said as he lifted his gaze and released her hand. “Congratulations to you both.” He picked up his knife and fork to dig into his steak.

“Next week. Wow. That was fast,” Bethany stated. Kristi blushed. “It really wasn’t. We’ve been friends for years and while we only started dating nine months ago, he’s been wonderful. Having lost Russell and Allen lost his own wife five years past, we both realized that life is too tenuous to wait longer for what we both wanted—to be together. So, you’ll come, won’t you?”

“Next Saturday? I’m scheduled to work, but I’m sure I can get off.”

“Titus, we want you there as well,” Kristi added.

“I’d be delighted.”

“I know it’s presumptuous, but I have your dress in the car, because I want you as part of my wedding party, Bethany. It’s not a huge celebration, but I wanted as many bells and whistles as we could manage.”

“And I was more than happy to indulge her whim,” Allen said.

“But the circuit court hearing is Friday, right?” Ty asked.

“Yes! So, you can come Friday and spend the night. There’s a lovely bed and breakfast nearby.”

“Titus, can you manage to get out of work both days?” Bethany asked.

“You bet. I wouldn’t miss either of these and I get to spend more time with you.” He grinned, and her heart skipped a beat.

“Maybe this will give you ideas?” Kristi suggested.

“Not you too,” Bethany moaned.

“What do you mean?” Allen asked.

“Only that our friends, Dan and Skye, have been making suggestions about marriage as well,” Titus offered.

“So, what’s the holdup?” Allen asked as he stared at Titus.

Titus stammered. “Well…um….”

“The holdup is me,” Bethany Joelle offered. “And we’ve not really talked much about what that would mean for us. What it would look like. I’ve only recently even been willing to consider that as a possibility for our future. Titus has been gracious in not rushing me.”

“So, when will he know to propose?” Kristi asked.

Titus shook his head. “She might just have to propose to me.”

Heat rushed up in Bethany’s cheeks. “No. I would want you to ask. It would only be right, but I can understand why that would be hard for you to do so. I’ll have to make it clear to you when I might be ready for such a thing. But no ring. Not until the wedding day.”

“Why?” Titus asked.

“I don’t need that to prove you love me and I know they’re expensive. And given what we both do for a living, I don’t know that I would even want a diamond or any kind of stone that would stick up or get caught on things.”

“Ever so practical.” Kristi smiled. “Russell only ever wore a simple band but took if off when he worked in the garage. After a while, he stopped wearing it. It never bothered me. He was mine and there was never ever any question in my mind about his faithfulness to me.”

“So, you’d be willing to wear a simple band when we marry?” Titus asked.

Allen grinned and elbowed Kristi. “I like the sound of that—’when we marry’—don’t you?”

Kristi laughed. “I do.”

“Those words need to wait until Saturday, Mom.” Bethany giggled. She turned to Ty. “We can talk more about this some other time. But if a band on my finger would make you happy, I would wear it.”

Titus leaned over to kiss her cheek. “Sounds good to me.”

~*~

That afternoon they stopped to pick up Cooper before heading back to Bethany’s home.

“I have a hard time thinking of this as my place. I keep thinking I’ll see Adele come out on the porch with fresh baked apple pie or something else delicious.” 

Cooper chase a squirrel up a tree then sat down to stare at it on the branch above.

“She was more than a landlady to you.” 

“I don’t know what a grandmother is supposed to be like, but I would guess Adele exemplified all the best qualities of one, and she poured out her love on me. Her family doesn’t realize what they missed all these years.” 

“Imagine how different Miles would have been if he’d known that kind of love.” 

“I don’t want to talk about him, Ty.” 

“Sorry. He hurt you, and I wish I’d had a chance to slug him for that.” 

“No, you don’t.” She tangled her fingers in his. “He’s in jail. He got what he deserved.” 

“I don’t think he agrees with you. I worry that he might try to get even when he’s released.” 

“Maybe God will work in his heart?” 

“One could only hope. Have you managed to forgive him?” Titus asked

“I think so. Justice being done helps, and I’m grateful I was spared a trial.” Bethany leaned into Ty.

Ty wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “Do we need to start worrying about raking leaves soon?”

“Yeah. The sweeper attached to the mower helps a little,” Bethany offered.

“Let me know and I’ll give you a hand with that.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it.”

“I should probably go. You need to rest for work tomorrow.”

“Is this your polite way of telling me you’re on-call for towing this evening?” She elbowed his gut.

Titus laughed. “Yeah. I guess so. I wish I didn’t need to leave you.”

“Me, either. But let’s not go there.”

“Go where?” He planted a kiss on her hair.

“On what staying means. You can’t stay with me unless we’re married.”

“Talking about that makes you uncomfortable.”

She led him to the porch and they sat down on the stairs. “It’s not you. The thought of having you in my life makes me happy. The thought of being able to kiss you whenever I want is wonderful. Knowing you’d be there for me when I’m scared in the middle of the night is comforting. But marriage is more than that. It’s dirty laundry, cooking meals, and possibly having a family.”

“Having a family scares you?”

“I’ve seen you with kids, Ty. You’ll be a great father. But my experience makes me wonder if I would be a good mother. I have no experience with kids. I had a sad childhood. I’m not sure I know how to do that.”

“I didn’t have a dad, but I’m willing to try and learn and we have great friends to help us on our journey.” Ty squeezed her close. “I’ll pray that God will wash away your fears. I don’t want you to marry me with any misgivings or to find yourself married and having regrets.”

“Thanks for being patient with me.”

“You’re worth the wait, Bethany Joelle.”

“I love you, Titus Rickmeyer.” She tilted her head back and he met her with a slow sweet kiss. “Mmmmm. A few more of those and I might capitulate.”

He chuckled and pulled back and rose to his feet. “Lust, while powerful, is not a good basis for a marriage.”

“It can help, right?”

He shook his head. “You’re impossible.” Turning he whistled and yelled, “Cooper!” 

The dog came running with ears flopping. 

Ty reached down to scoop him up. “See you Friday?”

“Unless I come to the shop this week. I did promise Will I’d bring some donuts.”

“Tomorrow, maybe?”

“I’ll text to let you know. Have a safe night, Titus.”

“You too.” He headed to the truck, tossed the dog onto the seat, and climbed in. 

Cooper looked out the window and barked.

Bethany stood to watch him leave. She pivoted to head up the stairs to the house. Letting herself in she locked the doors and wandered around the first floor. So much to be done here. Memories to be given away or trashed. Walls to be painted. What was the point if she was doing this all alone? Wouldn’t it be better to do it with a man by her side with a goal of a family?

Marriage. Maybe she needed to talk to Skye about that some more. Skye had been in a bad one and now seemed happy. What made her decide to take that risk again? 

Bethany flicked the lights off and trudged up the stairs to bed. Think happy thoughts. She’d think of Titus laughing. Holding her close. Kissing her. Being so patient as he waited for her to take a step forward in their relationship. What would it be like to wake up to him by her side every morning?

Or to climb into bed with him every night?

Perhaps counting sheep would be safer.
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You are the sprinkles on my donut.

Unknown

A commotion outside the office drew his gaze to the window where B.J. was surrounded by the men. She led them into the break room and soon they all had a donut. The smile she gave Titus was bright. She handed him a bag.

Opening it, he grinned. “My favorite.” He pulled out the donut and took a bite. “These are the best. Thanks, B.J.” 

The men all chimed in with their gratitude.

“Perhaps we should stop and pray together before we head back to work. Once we’re done licking sugar off our lips,” Titus suggested.

“I’m sure we know who you’d like to lick the sugar off your lips,” Will joked and the men laughed. 

Bethany’s cheeks grew a delightful shade of pink.

“Enough,” Ty said in a voice that dared them to tease further. 

They sobered up. 

Sam led them in prayer and the guys headed out.

“B.J., care to give me a hand with some brake pads?” Will asked.

“Sure, why not?” B.J. answered and strode past Titus with a wink and little wave. “Later, dude,” she whispered.

Titus shook his head. He returned to his office and saved his work. An oil change was calling his name and it wasn’t because he wanted to be closer to Bethany and Will.

As the evening wound down the mood in the shop was light. It seemed that since the men all acknowledged and accepted B.J. as a woman and she wasn’t hiding anymore, everyone was happier. 

He suspected the men admired the girl for tripping Miles after his little tantrum. They sure were ticked when they found out about her accident.

Ty grinned. He was happier too since he found out his favorite little mechanic was also the woman he was drawn to. 

And even with the donuts she had ridden her new scooter today.

“Titus, I need to leave.” B.J. had sneaked up on him.

“Let me walk you out,” Ty offered.

She smiled. “All the guys will be watching at the window. I think it’s better I just leave. We can save the kisses for Friday.”

“You’ll be back tomorrow?”

“No, Skye is helping me shop for the right shoes for the dress on Saturday as well as find me an outfit for Friday.”

“Have fun.”

“I will. I’m starting to get the hang of this friendship thing and I’m kind of liking it.”

“Good for you. See you Friday morning?”

“Yes. I’m looking forward to it.” She strode out the door. 

When he turned back the men were staring at him with silly grins on their faces.

“You should have kissed her goodbye, you big goof,” Will offered.

“Who asked you?” Titus retorted. “Get back to work, men.”

The men chuckled amongst themselves and returned to their work. 

Ty finally gave up when he realized he couldn’t focus much on anything. It was with great relief that he got a towing call and had an excuse to leave early.

~*~

Bethany gratefully slipped into Skye’s sedan.

“You know this was purchased with Titus’ help. They didn’t have any cars when I was in need. Since then the ministry has grown, which is good because the need is huge.”

“So, Titus helped you, but you weren’t interested in him?”

“No. I was already half-way in love with a blond pastor with stars in his eyes.”

“I wanted to talk to you about that.”

“About Dan’s eyes?”

“No, about marriage. You were in a bad marriage. Whatever convinced you that Dan was worth taking the risk to jump into marriage again?”

Skye smiled as she drove down the highway. “That’s easy. Dan proved over and over again his kindness, generosity, and servant’s heart. And that was even before he tried to win me over. He really loved his first wife. To be honest, that was my biggest hang-up. I was worried he could never love me as he’d loved her.”

“And…?”

“I’m not Sharon. I’m different so his love for me is different but no less wonderful. Once I understood that it was easy to take that step of faith and say yes.”

“Why marry so quickly?”

“Lust.”

“What?”

“Once we realized we loved each other, and knowing how fragile life is, we decided not to wait. Dan insisted we didn’t become intimate until after the wedding so, making the wait short made it bearable.”

Bethany took a deep sigh. “I think Titus would propose if I only gave him the word. I don’t know if I’d be ready for that step. I’ve always been kind of a loner, but I’ve gotten used to having him around. And when Adele was sick, he mowed the lawn and harvested vegetables without telling me. He bought me a phone so I would be safe. He’s been there when I’ve needed him. I’m beginning to wonder if I could really face the future without him being a part of it.”

“And the lust.”

The heat rose in her cheeks. “Passion is not a problem between the two of us. I have a difficult time not thinking about what it would be like to be married to him. Going to bed with him at night.”

“Snuggling together under the covers.” Skye grinned.

“Yeah. But would I be OK with that? I’ve never had much affection in my life.”

“I suspect you’ll be more than OK with it. And if you aren’t, it doesn’t mean you have to stay that way all night either.”

“Really? I was thinking his chest would make a nice pillow.” Bethany giggled.

“Enough of this talk now. What kind of outfit do you want for the adoption?”

“I was thinking dress pants and a pretty top. I was wondering if we could stop and maybe get my hair trimmed. Is it too much to think of adding highlights to it?”

Skye beamed. “Now you’re talking, girl. You’re wanting a makeover! Oh, this will be fun.”

~*~

Bethany now had her outfit, shoes for the wedding that were comfortable, as well as a purse. She glanced in the mirror at the streaks of blond and darker auburn in her hair. The stylist convinced her to go with highlights and lowlights and as her hair moved the color shimmered. She’d never done anything like that before. She wondered what Titus would think.

She texted him. 

Great time shopping with Skye. Home now.

I’m glad. Picked up my suit from the cleaners.

I love you.

Love you too. G’nite Bethany Joelle.

Sweet dreams, Titus.

Bethany collapsed into bed with a grin. Being in love was better than she’d ever imagined.

~*~

Friday morning, Titus straightened his tie. Even though this was a short meeting with the judge to sign the papers he wanted it to be special. He wore a green dress shirt and black dress pants. His suit was in a bag and his suitcase by the door. He’d trimmed his beard to two day’s growth knowing how Bethany liked it.

Dan had called last night. Cameras installed a few weeks back were working well. The management team wanted to protect the investment of time and resources that poured into that ministry and it helped make the insurance company happy as well. There’d never been any problems, but Ty didn’t mind the ‘eyes’ keeping them honest in what they did.

He drove into the gravel driveway. Perhaps he should suggest she get it paved next spring? It would be easier to shovel come winter. Unless she had a snow blower. He’d have to ask.

He jumped down from the truck and went to the door, surprised Bethany hadn’t been waiting for him on the porch. He rang the bell. 

“I’m coming!” The door flung open.

Ty’s jaw dropped. “Wow.”

She smiled. “You like?”

“You’ve always been beautiful to me, Bethany Joelle, but your hair. Just, wow.”

“Does that mean you like it?”

“It’s beautiful. You are gorgeous.” He scanned her from head to toe. The woman before him was so different from the boy who worked at The Garage. She was chic and sassy. “Got your bag?”

“Yeah. I realized I didn’t really even have a suitcase but Adele had one.” 

He hauled it out to the truck and returned. “Do you have everything?”

“I also need this bag with my dress for tomorrow. Hard to believe my mom is getting married, but I appreciate that this is one big trip.”

“Me, too. Shall we head out?”

“Wait.” She buttoned up her coat as she glanced at him. “You look even better than you did at the funeral.” She came close and reached up to meet his lips. He didn’t back away. He’d been waiting since Monday night to kiss her. She settled back on her heels and grinned. “Now I’m ready to go.”

He helped her up, putting her dress bag into the back seat of the cab. Soon they were on their way. 

She played with the hem of her top.

“Are you nervous?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

She shrugged. “This is the only real family whom I barely remember and since then it’s been a lost dream. To be wanted as a daughter. What if I screw it up? What if I do something wrong and they don’t want to have anything to do with me anymore?”

“A real loving family isn’t like that. They don’t disown you because you make a mistake, or something happens that perhaps wasn’t part of their dream for you. Not many people are adopted as adults. That makes this a rare and beautiful moment and I’m honored that you’re sharing it with me.”

“Who else would I share it with? You’ve been there for me. I’m glad you’re in my life.”

“I’m glad you’re glad.”

“Silly boy.”

“Boy?”

She grinned, and he relaxed.

“I was reading more of my dad’s letters last night.”

“And?”

“I wish I could have known him. He missed most of my childhood before he died. I think we both were robbed.”

“You were.”

“So were you.”

“How so?” TY asked.

“You never really had a father in your life.”

“Better to have no father, than to have the one on my birth certificate. I’m glad mom kicked him to the curb early on.” Titus bit his lip. The rejection still stung after all those years.

Her hand lightly touched his shoulder. “I’m sorry. You deserved better. You’ll be a great dad someday.”

“I would hope so.”

They lapsed into silence and her hand went back to her own lap. 

Titus missed the comfort of her touch.

~*~

At the courthouse Titus helped her down. The tremble in her fingers led him to put his arm around her and draw her close. “Come on Bethany Joelle, you can do this.” 

Kristi, Allen, and the rest of the family were milling around inside.

Titus stood back as they swarmed around her.

Kristi hugged him. “Thank you for bringing her. Hopefully, you’ll be part of our family someday too.”

“Thank you. I’m honored she wanted me here.”

The bailiff called for them to come into the courtroom.

“Kristi Shedd, why is it you want to adopt Bethany Joelle Hanson as your daughter?”

“She was in my foster care when she was younger and we had filed for adoption. When my husband grew ill the state pulled her from our care and we were never able to bring her into our family. Now that we’ve found each other again, I wanted to continue what we had always hoped to accomplish.”

The judge nodded. “Bethany Joelle, are you in agreement with this plan?”

“Yes, sir. My time living in their home was the only time I felt I belonged to anyone since I was orphaned. I always wanted to be her daughter.”

“The court grants the adoption petition. Congratulations, you are now officially a part of the Shedd family.”

“Thank you, your honor.”

“My pleasure, young lady.”

The family filed out of the the building. Outside in the crisp fall air they agreed to meet at a restaurant close by to celebrate.

~*~

Titus walked her to her room. He sat the suitcase by the door. She pushed it open and he stepped in only so far as to drop the bag inside the door.

“You can come in, Titus.” She said as she hung up her dress for tomorrow.

“No. I can’t.”

“Why?”

“Because today has been an emotional day for you. Wonderful and good, but emotional. And that bed looks too inviting.”

“You’re tired?”

He shook his head. Her naiveté was endearing. “Fatigue isn’t the issue. Listen, rest for a few hours and we’ll go to the rehearsal and dinner.”

“What will you do?”

“Maybe I’ll read a book. Or watch some television.”

“You could watch television in here with me.”

“Not a smart move, Bethany. If we were married I’d be all for a little afternoon nap with you or television, or just snuggling, but you are a tempting morsel and I need to be elsewhere.” He winked at her. “Later. Call me when you’re ready.”

“OK.” She frowned and let the door close.

He hung up his suit for tomorrow and loosened his tie. He draped his coat over the back of a chair. He glanced at the bed, kicked off his shoes, and stretched out with the pillow under his head. Maybe he was more tired than he thought.

~*~

She had a family. So why did sadness shadow her now? Perhaps because it was close to the anniversary of when she’d been pulled from Kristi’s home and the anniversary of when she’d first become an orphan. “Oh, mom…” Tears flowed, and she swiped them away. She needed a distraction. She turned on the television. Propping the pillows on the bed, she sat back and flipped the channels.

She was still all alone. It was hard not to think of Titus rejecting her by refusing to come in. But he was honorable to a fault. He was probably right. Tomorrow Kristi would be sharing a bed with Allen. If Bethany married Titus she would have that pleasure too. Never alone again.

How would she adapt to tripping over a husband? Or was it really all as good as some said? She doubted it. Even Adele and she had to negotiate some things over the years. But it worked out well for them. Would she and Titus work well together? She closed her eyes and drifted to sleep wishing…
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Every man’s life is a fairy tale written by God’s fingers.

Hans Christian Andersen

The next morning Bethany left with Kristi and her sisters to get their hair styled professionally. The woman even did makeup which was good since Bethany didn’t know the first thing about that. When she returned to the hotel, she slipped into her room and dressed. The image in the mirror really wasn’t her.

The knock on the door startled her. “Just a sec!” she called as she freshened her lipstick and tossed it in the tiny purse before opening the door.

Titus stared.

“What? Is something wrong? Say something.”

“You look beautiful, Bethany Joelle. Stunning, really. It’s just, well, I’m not used to seeing you all dressed up and while you’re gorgeous, I prefer the no make-up Bethany more.” He cringed.

“Really?”

“Really. But I don’t mind being seen on the arms of this runway model, even if she is too good for the likes of this grease-monkey.”

“I like grease-monkeys, if you must know.” She hooked her arm through his offered elbow. “And you look stunning in your suit. So today we’re pretending to be something we’re not?”

“One thing I won’t pretend,” Titus said.

“What’s that?”

“How much I love and adore you.”

Bethany couldn’t hide her grin. “Ditto.”

~*~

They parted at the church, so Bethany could go help her mom. She walked into the room where the attendants waited.

“Bethany Joelle, you look stunning. What did Titus think?” Kristi asked, stepping forward to give her a hug.

“He approved.” No need to share that both of them preferred the less dressy version of themselves. She was glad there wasn’t a huge group of people attending or she’d worry Titus would attract attention. She didn’t want to share him.

“Help me zip up and get this veil back on. It’s almost time.”

Bethany Joelle handed her mother the bouquet of flowers. Her sisters gathered around to pray over the bride. Bethany didn’t add any prayers. She didn’t know what to say. She stood with the other bridesmaids to walk out. Last in the line, she was escorted up the aisle by Allen’s son, Sean. He was handsome and looked great in the suit.

As they waited, he leaned over to whisper in her ear. “I look forward to getting to know you better. Maybe there can be a love connection.” He winked at her and they started walking. 

She didn’t want to be overheard, but she doubted a whisper would carry up as high as his ears. They parted, and she went to stand with her sisters. When her mother came into view Bethany fought back tears. 

Mom had two loves in one lifetime. 

Titus sitting in a pew near the front, winked at her. 

She grinned and turned back.  

Sean winked at her. 

She shook her head in the smallest way possible.

When ceremony ended, she linked elbows with Sean who drew her close in the receiving line, keeping a hand at her waist. She would remove it and he would put it back there.

“Could you please keep your hands to yourself?” she hissed to him.

“Why should I when I have a delectable morsel at my disposal?” he whispered in her ear kissing her cheek.

Bethany didn’t want to create a scene at her mother’s wedding, but she also didn’t want Titus to get jealous. She glanced over to where he stood talking to a leggy brunette who kept putting her hand on Titus’s arm. He laughed at something she said. They were the same height and made a striking couple.

Could she have been wrong that he was serious about her?

Sean wrapped an arm around her shoulders to squeeze her to his side. “Come on, the limo awaits.” He steered her toward the second limousine for the bridal party. They were alone in the vehicle. “Huh. Looks like your sisters went with their husbands and my brothers went with their wives. That leaves the two of use to enjoy this space alone.”

Warning bells went off in Bethany’s head. She slid over to the opposite door.

“Feeling shy? There’s no need. I’m not going to hurt you, ‘sister.’”

“Don’t mess with me.” Bethany glared.

“You won’t make a scene and ruin your mother’s day and I don’t want to ruin my dad’s day either. Just think, we’ll get to see each other at holidays and any family gathering. I live nearby. Want to stop to see my place?”

“No. Thank you.” She tapped on the sliding window. It opened. “Take us straight to the reception, please.”

The driver nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

Bethany slipped out her phone.

Sean pulled at bobby pins holding her hair up. “So pretty.” 

She batted his hand away. “Leave me alone, Sean.” She picked up the bobby pins and ran her fingers through the hair stiff from hair spray to try to make it move more freely. At least all the main photographs had been taken before, during, and right after the wedding. “Sean, do you love Jesus?” she asked.

“Why would you ask me that? Might be fine for the parental units, and even my siblings, but God only wants to limit my fun.”

“Figured.”

“Why?”

“You act like a heathen. I’m a follower of Christ and want to live my life to please Him. I don’t date those who aren’t in love with the Lord.”

“Oh, so that grease-monkey boyfriend Kristi mentioned, does?”

“Yes, and he acts the gentleman with me as well. He lives his faith.”

“Big deal. You don’t know what you’re missing. What will you do, curse and hail down brimstone on me?”

“No. I leave judgment up to a holy and righteous God. I’m not perfect by any means, but I’m telling you now—there can be no relationship between us.”

“We’re not related.”

“We are by marriage, but that doesn’t mean I have to spend time with you.”

“You do for the rest of tonight. You’ll be sitting with me at the wedding table and need to dance with me.”

“I’ll do my duty to my mother, but trust me, you don’t want to mess with me.”

“Ooooo. A tiny thing like you has claws, huh? I like a little fight in my women.”

“I don’t think you want what I have.”

“You might be surprised.”

The limo stopped, and the door popped open. A gloved hand of the driver helped her out. 

Sean stood beside her. “You’ll not tell Kristi or Allen about this because you don’t want to ruin their day.”

“I’m warning you. Don’t mess with me. Kristi would never ask me to sacrifice myself for her happiness.”

“Fighting words. Bring it on.”

Bethany strode away, clutching her small purse. It contained a handkerchief, phone, lipstick, and a small canister of pepper spray. Why she thought she needed to bring that to a wedding, she didn’t know, but now she was glad she did.  Thankfully, her dress had a hidden pocket, so she slipped the spray in there, finding comfort in it being close. 

Titus was nowhere in sight. 

Kristi spied her. “Over here, Bethany Joelle!”

Bethany gave her mom a hug. “What now?”

“We proceed into the ballroom couple by couple and before Allen and me.”

“How are we sitting at the table?”

“As couples.”

Despair washed over her. “OK.”

“Are you all right?” Kristi asked.

Bethany shrugged. “Just missing time with Ty, that’s all. I’ve barely seen him since we arrived at church.”

“Is Sean being a gentleman?” Kristi asked.

“Barely.”

“Do you want to sit with Ty instead?”

“I don’t want to upset your arrangements. I hope I can tolerate him for a few more hours at least.”

“I’m sorry you were paired with him. Allen and I are praying he’d come to faith, but he seems so rebellious.”

“Yeah. I noticed.”

“Are you sure you’ll be fine? I could have Allen talk to him.”

“I’ll let you know.”

“I’ll take your word for it. But once the meal is done all you have is one dance with him and you’re free to do what you want.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

They took their assigned seats. 

A pinch on her behind told her that Sean would not behave.

She grimaced and looked up at him. “Trust me, Sean. You do not want to tangle with me. You’ll regret it.”

“I look forward to it. The tangled part, that is. You’ll not do anything to upset the parental units.”

The group sat, and food was brought. 

Titus was at a table off to her right. He was listening intently to the brunette. At least someone was enjoying dinner. She could barely eat. 

The meal finished, and toasts were given. The cake was served, but Bethany waved that off. She stood to find the restroom, but Sean detained her.

“Where are you off to?”

“Bathroom.”

“Freshen your lipstick for me. I want to enjoy our dance.”

She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. She tapped her heel. Were they sharp enough to do some damage? Her sisters had already kicked off their heels, but the extra height and the sharpened edge gave her some security as she faced her dance partner.

He swept her into his arms as the music started and held her close. “Come on, wrap your arms around my neck. At least look like you’re enjoying the dance.”

“This isn’t dancing. This is swaying.”

“Don’t be a spoilsport.”

“Don’t insult me.”

He gripped her tighter. “The man is supposed to lead, and you are to follow.”

“Only if the leader is worthy of my trust.”

“You don’t trust me?”

She shook her head.

He bent down and nibbled in her ear. 

She brought her heel down on his toes. 

He jumped back “Ouch! What’d you do that for?” He drew her close again but favored his injured foot.

“Do what? I’m sorry, but I’m not a good dancer.”

“I’ll train you.”

“I don’t think so.”

The song ended, and she walked away. Her phone beeped. She dialed Jacck’s number, striding to a side door outside. “Jack?”

“Bethany Joelle, I’m so sorry but I desperately need you tomorrow. Courtney and Andi are both sick and I have that baby shower cake to finish in the morning. You’re the only one I can trust to get the details right.”

“They didn’t do it today?”

“It’s baked, and the first layer of frosting is on, but the decorations are not. I’m swamped. I wouldn’t tear you away from your weekend if I didn’t really need you. There are other orders that have to be filled by eleven.”

“I understand. I’ll head home soon. See you in the morning.”

“Thanks, I’ll owe you one, kiddo.”

She hung up to find Sean stalking her. 

“You came out here to be alone with me?” He pinned her against the wall. 

She slipped the phone back in her purse and slid her hand in her pocket. “I asked you politely to leave me alone.”

“You didn’t mean it.”

He leaned in and her knee came up high. 

“Why you…” He lunged for her but fell to the ground screaming when she sprayed his face.

She re-entered the ballroom. 

Titus was slow dancing with the brunette. 

Bethany tapped the taller woman on the shoulder. “May I cut in?”

The woman frowned but stepped aside.

Bethany put one hand on Ty’s shoulder.

“Finally, I get to see you,” Ty complained.

“I need to go home.”

“Why?”

“Jack called and needs me to work in the morning.”

“You’d do anything for him, huh?”

“Pretty much. Can we go? I only need to say goodbye to my mom.”

“Fine.”

Bethany left him. “Mom?”

“Oh, this is my daughter, Bethany…” Her mom introduced her around.

“Can I have a minute?”

“Sure, excuse us.” Kristi stepped aside as Sean walked back into the ballroom, eyes red and fists clenched. She followed Bethany’s gaze. “Oh, my.”

“Yeah, sorry. Pepper spray. He wouldn’t take no for an answer. And I got called into work. I need to leave.”

Kristi hugged her close. “Only you would bring pepper spray to a wedding. Go, get out of here before he sees you. We’ll talk soon. I love you.”

“I love you too, Mom. Congratulations. I really am so happy for you and Allen.”

“I know you are. My dearest prayer is that someday soon I’ll get to say that about you and Titus.”
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Without deep reflection,

one knows from daily life that one exists for other people.

Albert Einstein

Titus escorted Bethany to their rooms to get the luggage. “Did you enjoy yourself?”

“Not especially. You seemed to, though.”

“Sandra was sweet. She’s a niece of Allen’s. She was a good dinner companion.”

“I’m sorry I ruined your fun.”

“It’s OK. I came with you so I leave with you.” Just thought I might have had some time to enjoy the evening with you. He went to his own room, changed into his jeans and t-shirt, and tossed the rest of his stuff in the bag.

She’d changed as well, even washed all the makeup off. Her eyes were puffy and swollen.

“Are you OK?”

“Yeah. I’m fine. Let’s get out of here.”

“Sean seemed to enjoy spending time with you.”

“He’s a royal jerk.”

“Really? You seemed to be into his dance with him.”

“Are you serious?”

“What, a spat with your new brother-in-law?”

She turned away from him as they got into the truck. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Fine.” He endured the ride home in silence.

Sandra had been nice. Maybe it was because she soothed his lonely heart. A heart that was also jealous of the leers Sean sent Bethany throughout the day and the closeness he’d seen between them. And the way the man made her blush. If that wasn’t attraction, what else could it be? He’d tried to focus on the woman he’d been sitting with instead. And now Jack. She’d mentioned Jack before with great affection. Who was this man to her? All along, he’d thought he exclusively held her heart, but he was afraid to ask.

Bethany had fallen asleep. When they pulled up to her darkened home, he nudged her. “Hey, sleepyhead. Wake up.” He unloaded her luggage and put it on the porch before going back to get her. She slid into his arms wrapping her hands around his neck. “Fine, I’ll carry you to the house.” He kicked the car door shut and lugged her up the back stairs. She snuggled into him.

Setting her feet on the ground, he propped her up against him. “Come on, Bethany Joelle. Get the key and let’s get you to bed.”

“Best offer I’ve had all night,” she whispered. She was still half-asleep. She reached around to hold on to him.

He loosened her hands and leaned her against the side by the door. “No offer.” He unlocked the door, set her bag inside, pushed her through, and placed the key in her hand. “No more games, Bethany. Good night.”

Gritting his teeth, he closed the door Here he’d fallen head over heels for her wounded soul act only to find she was fickle.

The tires spun, shooting gravel as he left the driveway. She had sure tempted him. Maybe this was a lucky escape.

~*~

Bethany Joelle dragged herself into work. “Hiya, Jack,” she mumbled as she greeted her boss.

“Hey, beautiful. So, how’s it feel to be a daughter again?”

She smiled. “It’s nice.”

“And the wedding?”

“It was beautiful but not fun for me.”

“Why?”

“The guy I stood up with was a jerk and Titus seemed to be interested in another guest. He wasn’t real happy when I asked him to take me home.”

“Maybe he was jealous.”

“Of what? Some guy making unwanted passes at me? It was the first time I ever pulled out the pepper spray you gave me.”

Jack howled with laughter. “You used pepper spray on the groomsman you were paired with?”

“Yes. My step-brother.”

“Whoa. What’d your mom say?”

“She supported me.”

“And Titus? What did he say?”

“He never asked, and I didn’t talk about it. I was too upset about what happened and his infatuation with another woman. Instead, I slept on the way home to try to get enough zzz’s in to help you out this morning.”

“Is it possible you both misunderstood something of what the other person was going through? You couldn’t give him much attention in your role, right? What was he supposed to do? Hide in a corner until you were ready to be with him?”

“Why would he want someone like me when there are women like that around?”

“I think you’re selling yourself short, my dear.”

“I thought you wanted me here to work,” she huffed.

He nodded, accepting her closure of the topic. “Then we better get cracking.” He pulled out the refrigerated cake and brought it to her with the instructions.

“I’ll get working on it.”

By the time she went home, she was ready to drop. The store had been busy, but she was able to get a jump on some of the orders for the next few days as well. She texted Titus.

Home. Tired. How’s your day?

He never responded.

She plopped on the old sofa and dozed, wondering why.

~*~

Titus walked into church and greeted friends. 

Dan came up. “Thought you were out of town?”

“I was. Bethany got called into work so we returned last night.”

Dan studied him. “Something’s wrong.”

“Yeah, not everyone gets as blessed as you, Dan.” He strode away before the pastor could respond.

After the service, he hung with some of the singles at church. It’d been a while since he’d gone to the Thursday night group. Some new women had been coming and he was introduced to Amber, Candace, and Janet. All seemed to be great, firm in their faith. He didn’t miss the clues they tossed out to him about connecting further. He left church alone, went home to Cooper, and took him for a long jog. His phone dinged to let him know he had a text. Bethany. He ignored it. He needed time to think so he returned home.

Will was watching a football game on television. “Hey, Ty. Did you hear the news?”

“What news?”

“Miles was released from prison on Friday.”

“What? I thought he had a few more months to go.”

“An appeal or something. They found a loophole.”

“Seriously?”

“It’s what I heard, but I’ve not been able to verify it.”

“Do I need to get a restraining order for him and the garage?”

“Can you even do that?”

“I think so. I’ll have to ask Mr. Rodriguez about it tomorrow. He’d know.”

“Well, just as long as he doesn’t try to hurt B.J. again.”

“Or anyone else. I suspect he’s ticked with me too.”

“Yeah, you have a way of doing that.”

“And just what do you mean by that?”

“When was the last time you were on any kind of social media?” Will asked as he flipped open his laptop.

“I don’t know. A week or so?”

“You’re being tagged in photos taken yesterday at a wedding. Stunning brunette, by the way. You look like a cozy couple. What was Bethany’s opinion of that? And this morning at church? Those women are all bidding for your attention. They want to date you.”

“Ridiculous. Besides, I don’t think Bethany is on social media.”

“That might not matter. All it takes is one person to show her those pics.”

“I can untag them, right?”

“You can untag the photos, but I don’t think you can take your name out of the posts attached to them.”

“Well, it might not make much of a difference. Is Bethany tagged anywhere?”

“Yeah, as a matter of fact, she was with some guy sticking to her like glue. She, however, had the grace to at least appear to be unhappy about the attention.”

“I didn’t notice that.”

“Probably because you were too busy noticing something, or, ahem, someone else.” Will shook his head. “I think you’re in trouble.”

“I didn’t do anything wrong—yesterday or this morning. Having a conversation does not constitute being unfaithful.”

“But you—”

“—leave it alone, Will.”

“I was only trying to help.”

Titus slumped into a chair, but when the phone beeped indicating a text from Bethany he finally looked at the last few she’d sent.

Sorry about having to work.

You aren’t answering. Are you OK?

Titus, someone at work showed me some social media posts.

He groaned and texted back. 

Just tired. See you at the shop tomorrow?

Her response was slow in coming. 

Yeah. Sure. I’ll see you.

~*~

Bethany met Skye for lunch. Skye embraced her and Bethany returned the gesture. She could finally accept having a friend. Life had changed so much in the past few months.

They got their food and sat down in a booth. 

Skye prayed over the meal and then leaned forward. “Tell me about your weekend.”

“The adoption is final. I belong to Kristi and have sisters, brothers, and a new step-father.”

“That’s exciting.”

“It is but I also have an annoying step-brother who seems to think we should ‘hook up’ or something. I eventually pulled my pepper spray on him.”

“I’m surprised Titus didn’t defend you.”

“He was busy with a beautiful woman. Here I’ll show you.” Bethany pulled out her phone and showed the photos.

“Can I see the others?”

“Sure.”

Skye turned the phone so Bethany could see one of Sean. It was obviously taken after she’d sprayed him. “Ouch. That looks painful.”

“It’s not meant to be pleasant, but when he was trying to force himself on me after I’d been pushing him away all afternoon, I finally lost it.”

“What’d Ty say?”

“Nothing. I think he was too wrapped up in tall, thin, and beautiful to really care.”

“But you came home early to work?”

“Yeah. Jack called. Titus wasn’t happy about that but what could I do? I still work there.”

“Are you quitting?”

“Why should I? I do enjoy my work.”

“Has Titus ever met Jack?”

“No. I’ve not talked much about Jack. But he’s been like a father to me. He’s a kind boss.”

“What if Titus was jealous?”

“Of what? He didn’t really say anything when I dated Miles, so why would he care about my boss?”

“You get a call and run to do his bidding. I think you misjudge Titus. I doubt he was happy with you dating Miles, but since he hadn’t staked a claim on you what else could he do?”

“Staked a claim? You make me sound like property. Let’s change the subject. How are things going with the pregnancy?”

The meal ended.

Bethany drove to a dealership to look at cars. She avoided the one Miles used to work for. 

A perky blonde walked up in high heels, dress slacks, and a blazer. “Hello. I’m Brit. Can I help you?”

“Yeah, I’m looking to buy a used car, possibly a sports-utility vehicle.”

“We have a variety to show you. Any reason you want a used car? We have some great values for financing on new ones.”

“I don’t need financing, but you can show me some if you want.”

Bethany spent the next two hours test driving a few vehicles and finally selected a new, green SUV. She haggled the price with her trade-in and left to get a cashier’s check to pay for it. She called her insurance to swap the vehicles and drove her new car home. Titus would love her new car. At least, she thought he would.

They needed to talk, but she doubted they’d get to with others around. She sat down and penned a letter to him. She found an envelope, addressed it, and shoved it in her interior coat pocket. At least she’d be able to tell him how she felt.

The phone rang. 

“Hi, Mom. Aren’t you supposed to be on your honeymoon?”

“We’re at the airport. I wanted to call and see how you were.”

“I’m good. On my way to the garage. I met with Skye for lunch and then bought myself a new car.”

“I’m so proud of you. Text me a photo of it. Allen wanted to apologize again for Sean’s misbehavior. Sean had to go to the hospital to have his eyes cleaned out. He was furious and wanted to call the police but we both warned him that we would stand by you and that assaulting a woman would never be supported by either of us. He decided not to press charges and the officer who arrived seemed reluctant to even write anything down when he understood what happened. I’m glad you were able to leave before any of that.”

“I don’t blame you or Allen for what happened. Thank you for your support.”

“They are calling to board our flight. I’ll see you when I return.”

“Enjoy! Give my love to Allen.”

“I love you, Bethany Joelle, and I’m so glad you are my daughter.”

“I love you too, Mom.”

Bethany hoped her love for Titus was enough to overcome whatever was between them. If he didn’t want her in his life anymore she had some hard decisions to make. She’d find out soon enough, so with sweaty palms, she grabbed her jacket and headed out to her new car. She wondered what he would think of the personalized plates she ordered—BLY JOEL. She figured it was something her father would have been tickled by.
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Love recognizes no barriers. It jumps hurdles,

leaps fences, penetrates walls to arrive at its destination full of hope.

Maya Angelou

Titus sat in his office. Work was busy this morning with overhauling a transmission on a mini-van. Thankfully, he’d had no wrecker calls. He’d forgotten that he’d told the men not to come tonight, so he could do some inventory in the shop. 

He started right after he got out of work after a quick trip through the fast food lane at a burger place. He spent the first hour going through the checklist in the storeroom and was now in his office trying to reconcile that with what had been ordered. As lonely as the place was, at least Cooper kept him company. He wondered when Bethany would arrive.

He dreaded having a difficult conversation. He needed to learn the truth about Jack and Sean. And perhaps explain about the Facebook photos.

Buried in numbers, he didn’t look up when Cooper barked.

The office door opened.

“Hold on a minute, let me finish this row and I’ll be right with you, B.J.”

Cooper’s growl told him this was not his expected visitor. He looked up as a fist slammed into his eye.

Miles.

Off balance, Titus tried to rise but the fist came at him again. The wheeled office chair slid back, and Titus fell to the ground, the metallic taste of blood on his tongue.

“B.J., huh? That little tart who fooled me? What’d she do to my car? She tripped me, and you kept her identity a secret. I suppose you had a good laugh at her pulling the wool over my eyes. But you didn’t take long to swoop in and steal her, did you?”

“I think you misunderstand.” Titus almost tripped over the growling Cooper as the little dog tried to get between him and Miles. 

The dog yelped as the larger man kicked him, but it did not stop the dog from fighting. He finally grabbed ahold of Miles’ jeans and got shook around before letting loose and flying to land against the wall. The dog whimpered.

Titus was helpless to aid the pup who’d seen enough abuse in his short life.

The desk was now between Titus and his attacker.

“I understand plenty. You two had me arrested. I saw the police report. Your name is there as being at the scene.”

“After she called me. You hurt her. You were never nice to her or good enough for her.”

“She should’ve been grateful for my attention. You think she wants you? We’ll see how she feels about the pretty grease monkey when I get through with you.”

Before Titus could reach the door, Miles was on him, grabbing him by the shirt. Titus attempted to throw some punches, but nothing seemed to have an impact. His body ached. His head throbbed. Blood obscured his vision. Miles threw some more punches.

“Titus? Where is everyone?”

Bethany! Titus struggled to rally and free himself. 

Miles grinned and tossed Ty against the desk. His head hit the edge and he collapsed on the floor where he received a few more kicks and foul words. Lord, protect Bethany.

~*~

Loud crashes came from the office area.

Bethany stared, her attention caught when Titus fell after Miles threw him. 

The large man swung the office door open.

Cooper scampered out with a limp, barking wildly at her, and turning to stand between her and Miles.

“Mangy mutt. Thought I killed you once already.” Miles tried to kick the dog, but the animal dodged and ran.

 Bethany backed away and turned to run.

He grabbed her by her cap and pulled it off, his other hand grasping her braid and holding tight. “Miss goody-two-shoes, huh?”

B.J.’s phone fell out of her pocket and he saw it, stomped on it, and kicked it to the wall. He walked her under the hydraulic single post lift that held up a mini-van.

“I wouldn’t do that,” she warned.

“Do what? This?” Still holding her hair, he dragged her over to one side of the car and reached up to pull on the tire. 

The entire vehicle rocked above them. 

He took her arm and twisted it behind her back. 

Pain shot through her. 

“You don’t get the right to call the shots. That’s my job. I took care of your boyfriend in there and I’ll take care of you. But first—” He twisted her around, grabbed her chin, and forced a kiss on her lips. 

She bit him.

He swore. 

She leaned her head back and slammed it forward hitting his nose.

“Why you little…” He tossed her against the wall and her head hit the lever for the lift. Instead of coming down slowly as it was designed to, it collapsed. He hit the ground and howled in pain as the entire weight of the car landed on his chest.

Silence.

A dark pool of blood began to spread underneath his head.

Bethany gasped for air as she fought to stay conscious. Titus and Cooper needed her. Was Miles dead? She closed her eyes and willed her lungs to fill.

Gasp!

Her lungs began to work. One tooth was loose in her mouth and bleeding. 

Cooper limped to her and started licking her tears. 

She gently touched the dog who whimpered in pain. “Oh, Coop. You’re my brave little warrior, aren’t you?” She struggled to stand and checked Miles. He had no pulse. She limped to the office with the dog following her. Titus was so still on the floor. His pulse fluttered under her fingers. 

Cooper lay down next to him whining.

“Titus. Come on. You need to wake up.” She took off her jacket and wadded it up to put under his head. Her hand shook as she called 911.

“Please, send an ambulance quick. A man is unconscious. He was beaten up. The other man is dead, trapped under a car.”

Assured the ambulance was on the way she set the receiver down on the desk and dialed Will on Ty’s phone.

“Will? Yeah, it’s B.J. Miles was here, and he beat up Cooper and Titus really bad. Can you come and get Coop and take him to the veterinary hospital? I’ve already called an ambulance for Ty.”

“I’m on my way. Did Miles hurt you?” Will asked.

“Yes. Hurry.” She hung up.

“Titus.” She kissed his cheek. “Please, hang in there for me. I love you.” She scratched behind Cooper’s ear, afraid to pet anywhere else. The tail wagged and drooped. “Come on, Coop. You gotta survive this.”

“Are you the one who called in?” An officer stood in the doorway. 

She hadn’t heard him enter. Bethany pulled herself up using the desk for support. “Yes.”

“Come with me,” the officer said. 

“But, Ty—”

“There’s nothing you can do for him, and the ambulance is pulling up. Come on.” 

She followed the officer out of the room, and he took her over to where Mile’s body was trapped. She stared at the wall.

“Did you do this?” 

“He assaulted Ty and knocked him out and attacked me tossing me against the lever there. It’s not supposed to drop like that. Something went wrong. He couldn’t get out. He’d been rocking the car by grabbing the tire.” 

“Come with me. You’re under arrest for murder.” 

“But it was an accident. I didn’t do it on purpose. He threw me.” 

“You didn’t bring it back up, did you?” 

“No. I didn’t know if it would be safe to do so. I checked him, and he was already dead.” 

“You didn’t try to revive him?” Sirens could be heard in the distance and the officer scowled.

She shook her head. Revive a person who tried to kill her? “I don’t know how to do that.” 

He grabbed her sore arm, shoved it behind her back, and then grabbed the other one, snapping on the cuffs. Her wrist began to throb. He dragged her out to the unmarked car, shoving her into the back seat. “Don’t bleed all over back there.” 

She tried to sit up. All the pain from her struggle with Miles began to make itself known. Her shoulder ached. Her back ribs made it hard to breathe. Her eye was beginning to swell shut. She closed her eyes for the ride to the police station. 

Silently she went through the process of booking. Pat down. Fingerprints. Picture. One phone call placed to Roberto Rodrigues’s office that went to voice mail purgatory. Finally, an officer led her to a holding cell with some other women. 

“Oh, dear,” one woman said as she stood and gently led Bethany to a metal seat. “I can’t believe they let you out of the hospital looking like this.” 

Bethany shook her head. “They didn’t take me there.” 

The woman frowned, and the rest murmured about police brutality. 

“Can I just lay here on the floor?” Bethany asked. “I’m so tired.” 

“Sure.” The woman helped her off the bench and Bethany found the concrete floor cool and hard. A perfect place to wallow in her pain. 

Lord, please let Ty and Coop be OK.
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And ever has it been known that love

knows not its own depth until the hour of separation.

Khalil Gibran

~*~

Tuesday morning, Bethany was taken to court to make her plea. A public defender had been assigned as Roberto hadn’t responded to her call. 

The judge frowned when he saw her. “Young lady. These are serious charges. First-degree murder of Miles Wendt. How do you plead?” 

“Not guilty, Your Honor.” 

The District Attorney stood up. “We believe Miss Hansen to be a flight risk. We would like bond to be set high.” 

The public defender didn’t protest. 

“Bond is set at $500,000.”

Bethany let her head drop as they escorted her out of the room. Where was Mr. Rodriguez? Why hadn’t he come? Surely this could be resolved in a reasonable manner. Instead she was stuck wearing an orange jumpsuit that made her look like a pumpkin with strawberry blonde hair. She was escorted back to the jail by a kind officer. “Get comfortable, ma’am. Looks like you’ll be here awhile.” 

Bethany looked around the new cell. It was smaller than the holding cell and contained two beds. At least she’d be able to sleep more comfortably. Her cell mate rose from the bottom bunk. “Hello. I’m Tammy. What’d you do? Get in a bullfight?” 

“I was attacked by a big guy.” 

“Did you get him back?” 

“He’s dead, but I didn’t mean for it to happen that way. I was trying to escape.” 

“Good for you. Did they take you to the hospital to get checked out?” 

Bethany shook her head. “No. I just need to sleep.” She looked up to the top bunk. “Any idea how I’m to get up there?” 

“Climb on the back side there.” 

Bethany nodded and tried to climb up. Her left wrist ached and was swollen. Her right shoulder didn’t want to support her. She gave up. “I’ll just stay down here.” She slid to the floor and wept. 

“Now, it can’t be that bad,” Tammy said. 

“My shoulder aches and my wrist hurts, and my head is pounding. This is fine. If I die here, tell my boyfriend Titus that I love him. OK?” 

“You’re not going to die here. Stop being so dramatic. You can have my bunk. I’m fit but lazy. I can haul my fat behind up there just fine. But if I fall through during the night don’t blame me none.” 

Bethany crawled to the bunk and pushed herself onto the mattress. “Thank you, Tammy. May God bless you for your kindness to me.” 

“I ain’t done nothing to deserve His blessing.”

“What’d you do?” 

“Car theft and they found drugs on me.”

“I’m sorry.” 

“What are you apologizing for? I’ve made my choices and I’ve been in jail before and survived. Now a little thing like you? You wouldn’t last long in prison.” 

“At this point, I just want to sleep. I hurt all over.” 

“I’ll leave you in peace then.” The heavier set woman hauled her body up to the top bunk and the entire frame groaned at her weight but held firm. Soon Bethany heard loud snores from there and hoped they wouldn’t be ricocheting off the walls of her skull where it seemed a construction crew had taken up residence. She shut her eyes and prayed God would take her home from this nightmare.

~*~

Titus awoke but could only see out of one eye. His mother was there, hovering over him.

“Ty?” she whispered.

“Yeah?” he croaked back.

“Thank God you’ve awakened. I was worried about you.”

“Mom, why are you here?”

“Will called and asked me to come. He took Cooper to a veterinary emergency room. Sounds like the dog was beaten up but will likely survive. They needed to take care of a dislocated hip, so he’ll be hurting for some time. They’re keeping him there for a few days to assess for any internal bleeding. Will was here all last night, but he had to go to work this morning.”

“What day is it?”

“Tuesday afternoon. You’ve been asleep since they found you last night. And Miles—is dead.”

“I remember doing inventory. Bethany Joelle was supposed to stop by to talk. Everything else is a blank.”

“Will said Bethany called him. She said she was injured but seemed more concerned about you and Cooper.”

“Where is she? Is she OK?” He tried to move but the room spun.

“No one has seen hide nor hair of her. There’s a sport utility vehicle parked outside the garage with temporary plates, but no one knows who it belongs to.” His mother patted his shoulder. “Rest. I’m sure we’ll figure it all out.”

“Miles is dead? How?” 

“They found him under the tire of a car parked on top of a hydraulic lift.” 

“There’s no way anyone would get caught under that given how slow it retracts.” 

“They couldn’t get it to work so they had to jack it up the old-fashioned way to get him out. His rib cage was crushed. Now rest and heal. You’ve got a serious head injury and the best thing for you is to relax. Let the police deal with the rest.”

“OK, Mom. If you insist. But if you could find Bethany, I’d appreciate it.”

“I’ll give her a call.”

~*~

Dan Wink called Roberto. “We had a break-in at the garage last night and a man was killed. I took the video feeds from all the installed cameras. Will the ministry be at risk because of this?”

“Your insurance coverage includes that kind of event, although it’s considered rare in a garage like yours. I’d like to see the video footage.”

“I can bring it over or you can come here.”

“Why don’t I come to the church. I’m tired of being cooped up in this office anyway. Anyone injured in the event?”

“The head of the ministry, Titus Rickmeyer, is in the hospital. Most likely he’ll recover. His dog took a beating too and is in a vet hospital for now.”

“OK. I’ll grab my files. Cue up the recordings. We have several feeds, right?”

“Yes. And all time stamped.”

“Great. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

Dan hung up the phone and went to the conference room where there was a big screen television hooked up to the computer. He loaded the files from the garage and set them for a few minutes before the attack occurred. 

Robbie walked in and closed the conference door behind him.

“Wait,” Dan said. “I need to get Andrew. He wanted to see this as well.”

“Fine.”

Once Pastor Andrew was in the room Dan hit play on the video recorder. “Too bad there’s no sound to go with this.”

“Better than nothing,” Andrew offered.

They viewed the attack on Titus and the short break where he was alone, and then when Bethany came in to make the phone call and put her coat under his head.

“Where is Bethany now?” Robbie asked.

“Probably at the hospital. Titus and she are dating, but on Sunday he seemed sad, as though something had happened,” Dan offered.

“Maybe the other tapes will reveal something.” 

They viewed the one from the garage.

All three men sucked in breaths when they saw Miles beating on Bethany Joelle. “Keep it rolling. I want to see what happens after this. That police officer escorted Bethany out, but we’ve not seen them here yet,” Roberto said. 

They saw her arrested and taken outside as the paramedics entered the other door. 

“She was the one they arrested?” Dan asked. 

Andrew shook his head. “That was an accident. She was trying to get away from him and he flung her at that wall like a rag doll. She’s got to be hurting.” 

Roberto frowned. “I need to call my office.” He left the room to do that and returned shortly. “She made her one call and left a message on the voice mail, but the receptionist forgot to write it down. She was a temporary employee.” He frowned. “Bethany Joelle would have already been to court, probably with a public defender since I didn’t show up in time. I’ll head over to the jail and see if I can visit her—find out what’s going on. I’ll contact the District Attorney as well. I’m sorry men, this is inexcusable.”

“Wow. What do I tell Titus?” Dan asked. 

“The truth,” Andrew stated. “She tried to save him and Cooper, and it was a terrible accident. Not sure how they decided they had cause to arrest her, but still. Titus needs to know.” 

“I’ll go visit him after my next appointment.” 

“Stop at the garage and see if you can get her phone and jacket too. They might hold some clues as to what happened.

“We’ll have to give this to the police as evidence.” Roberto said.

 “I’ll inform the elders and management team, so they can be praying,” Andrew said.

“Great.” Dan shut down the computer after saving the files to two thumb drives.  He headed to the police station with the files. On the way, he called Skye to fill her in on what was happening. 

“So, that’s why she hasn’t answered my calls. I wanted to find out how her car shopping went.” 

“She bought a new car?” 

“That was the plan after we had lunch. Let me know where she is so I can visit her. She has to be terrified.” 

“And possibly injured from the looks of the video. I’m here. I’ll call you later. I love you.” 

“Love you too, Dan. Tell Titus I’m praying for him and Cooper. If Will needs us to take the dog for a while we would be glad to do so.” 

“Poor pup wouldn’t get much rest in our home,” Dan protested.

“During the day he would, and he would be loved and not alone. Will can’t care for him working full time.” 

“Fine, I’ll make the arrangements.” Dan hung up shaking his head at his wife. Life had become so much more interesting since he’d met her. He spied the green vehicle at the back of the lot with temporary plates. Must be Bethany’s. It looked like a sweet ride. He unlocked the garage and let himself in.

The phone was where Miles had kicked it. Dan took a photo of that and forwarded it to Roberto. He found her jacket in the office, stained with blood. Hers or Ty’s it was hard to tell. He took a snapshot of that to forward as well, picked up the jacket and took it with him. A crinkle alerted him to something in the pocket. He pulled it out. An envelope, stained with blood, addressed to Titus. He headed to the hospital. 

~*~

Titus was finally able to open his bruised eye. His sporadic nightmares, of what he suspected was the attack, kept him from sleeping well. 

Dan walked in. “Hey, Ty. Is this an OK time for a visit?”

“Yeah. Been kind of lonely here this morning, although they did force me to walk a lap around the floor earlier. Totally wiped me out.”

“I have some news.”

“Good, I hope?”

“Not sure I’d call it that. We looked at the video footage of the attack.”

“And?”

“Bethany showed up as you were knocked out. Miles went after her pretty hard. It was when he tossed her against the switch that the lift failed and dropped on him as he had been rocking the car by one tire.” 

Foolish move.”

“Yeah. He didn’t have a chance. She and Cooper came back into the office. She put her jacket under your head, called 911, and contacted Will to get the dog.”

“So, what happened to her after that?” 

“She was arrested.” 

Titus groaned. “She’s in jail? But Miles caused the accident.” 

“Yeah. Her one phone call was to Roberto, but the message never got to him. He’s gone to see her now and find out what’s going on. She’d been hurt pretty bad from what I could tell.” 

“Well, that explains why she hasn’t been here. I couldn’t imagine her abandoning me.” 

“I stopped by the garage before coming here. I found her phone.” He handed it over. The screen was cracked. Titus held it and tried to turn it on. It was dead.

“I also found her jacket. She placed it under your head. It’s ruined, but inside it was this, addressed to you.” He handed the bloodstained envelope.

Titus held the paper in his hands. His blood or hers? His name was written with part printing and script. Had he ever seen her handwriting before this? There’d never been a need. 

“I can leave you so you can read this. I need to get back to the office and hope to hear from Roberto soon. Oh, and Cooper is recovering well. He was a fierce defender of you both.” 

“I’d appreciate any updates. Thank you, Dan.” 

“You’re welcome. Skye and I are praying for you both.” 

Titus nodded, and the pastor departed the room. 

He tapped the envelope against his other hand. What did Bethany write that she couldn’t have told him when they talked? His heart raced, and teeth clenched. What was he afraid of? She’d come. She’d called for help. Obviously, she cared.

He ripped open the envelope.

Dearest Titus,

Sounds so formal, doesn’t it? I’m sorry about that, but I figured if we were meeting at the garage with the guys around, having a deeper conversation was out of the question. I missed you yesterday. When I came home from work, all I wanted was to see you, to be with you. You’ve become a huge part of my life and happiness.

I know they say that our happiness shouldn’t be in other people, but after so many years of doing life on my own, you’ve taught me what it is to love and be loved in return and I don’t take that for granted.

You didn’t understand what happened with Sean at the wedding. Before I got the call to go to work, I used my pepper spray on the rude groomsman. I don’t want any lips touching mine but yours.

You seemed upset about Jack. Yes. He’s my boss. He’s also a married father of grown children. He was the one who encouraged me to take a risk. To live. To date you. He’s been a silent cheerleader all these years, but it wasn’t until you came along that the dark cocoon of who I was cracked. It was scary, but I was always safe with you as I’ve stretched my wings.

I don’t remember laughter until you.

Belonging. Only in your arms. Sitting beside you in your truck. Working beside you in the garage. Walking Cooper.

I have more friends now. I have a family. But none of that would have happened without you. God used you to bring all that about. Thank you for being an instrument of growth in my life. For being Jesus to me.

I saw the photos on Facebook and I’m not naïve to think that no other woman would ever want you. You’re a handsome man. You make me want things I shouldn’t. But I’m not blind either. You could do better than a recently adopted orphan who masquerades as a boy to fix cars. Who has dirt under her fingernails and flour on her nose on the best of days.

I would love to beg you to be mine and mine alone, but that’s not my choice to make. I figured I needed to let you know my heart and if we didn’t get to talk, or I couldn’t get the words out, you could read them here.

I love you, Titus Rickmeyer. I can’t imagine moving forward into the future of this life without you by my side. Forever. To have you there as I go to sleep and to be in your arms as I awake. To greet you at the end of a long day or to even ride with you when you need to rescue a car. To maybe raise a family together. These are all hopes and dreams I have of you.

I’d like to say I’d understand if you don’t share those hopes. If you can’t return my affection. At some level, I would get it and I would move on. I couldn’t stay, though. I’d sell my home and leave because to see someone else making you happy would tear my heart apart.

So, I hope we can clear this up, so I know where I stand. I love you. I pray for you. I long for more of a life with you in it. You’ve shown me God in fresh ways and regardless of what happens, I will always be grateful for that.

I bought a sports utility vehicle today. On my own. Traded in my beater and haggled for a good price. I’m pleased with my decision. It’s a huge step for me, but not as huge as saying “yes” to you would be.

I love you. I know I’ve written it several times and saying it can’t convince you if you’ve decided to move on. Thanks for being a faithful friend on this journey. I hope it’s only the beginning.

Bethany Joelle

Tears streamed down Ty’s face. He’d misjudged her terribly and she was being gracious about the pictures. He read the fear beneath the words. Fear that he would reject her and move on. He desperately needed to get out of here and see her. He prayed. Lord, please be with her. Let her know I love her.

He rang for the nurse and asked for paper and a pen to write a letter with. He set to work putting his own heart on the page and hoped he’d be able to get it to her.
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All that we see or seem is but a dream within a dream.

Edgar Allan Poe

What happened? Why had her lawyer not come? How were Titus and Cooper? Were they even alive? Recovering? The not knowing combined with her loneliness was almost as painful as her injuries. Once again, it seemed God had forgotten her too.

Bethany awoke, and her hand stroked the tight series of braids Tammy had put in. Easier to keep looking nice without benefit of a shower. Tammy proved to be a good cellmate. Forcing Bethany to eat when she didn’t want to. Letting her cry and reassuring her it would be OK. Even though they both knew it likely wouldn’t.

“Wasn’t the apostle Paul in prison after being beaten? And He praised God. Come on now. Let’s do that,” Tammy insisted.

“You do it for me. I’m too tired to even try.” 

Tammy rubbed Bethany’s back. “He hasn’t left you. He’s here.” 

“Thank you, Tammy. You are a blessing in this dark place.” 

“You’re welcome. Maybe that’s why He let me get caught this time. So I could be here for you. And turn my own life around.” She started to hum Amazing Grace.

“I hope you get the opportunity to do that, Tammy.” 

“Visitor for you, Miss Hansen.” The guard appeared at their door, rattling his keys.

Bethany struggled to sit up and rise. Tammy helped her. “You be gentle with her now, you hear? She’s in pain,” Tammy admonished the guard.

The guard didn’t acknowledge Bethany’s cellmate and put the cuffs on Bethany. The door shut, and the key turned keeping her roommate in.

Pain lanced through her at the touch of metal on her swollen wrist and the pull in her shoulder. She gulped and blinked back the tears. 

The guard was careful with her and they traveled down the hallway slowly. He opened the door to a small room with a table. Her attorney Roberto Rodriquez was there, and he stood as she entered. 

“Bethany. I’m sorry your message didn’t get to me.” He pulled back the chair to allow her to sit. “You’ve been hurt. Have they treated you?” 

She shook her head. “Are Titus and Cooper OK?” 

“Thanks to you they are recovering well. Cooper will go to Dan and Skye’s home soon, so he can be pampered since Will is working full time. Titus is still in the hospital but is awake. He’s going to be fine.” 

She squinted. “You can’t know that.” 

“You’re right. I can’t. The prognosis is good though for a full recovery.”

“That’s fair. Thank you. I’ve been praying for them, worried about how they were.” 

“And yet here you’ve sat all alone.”

“My cellmate is nice.” 

Roberto smiled. “You pled not guilty before the judge.” 

“Correct. I didn’t kill Miles. I would never have hit that switch. And that car shouldn’t have come down like that. I didn’t like the man. He was brutal to Titus, Coop, and me. But I never would have killed him.” 

“I know. I watched the video this morning at church.” 

“Video?” 

“Yeah. A few months back we installed video surveillance in the garage. We got the visual but not the audio. It was clear you were both attacked without provoking it. He came with an agenda.”

“Oh. I’d forgotten about the cameras. Titus mentioned them once.” 

“Well, it’s a good thing it was there. It’s your ticket out of here. Also, Dan texted me on the way over. They found your letter and he’s taking it to Titus.”

“Oh.” 

An eyebrow raised. “That’s it? I thought you’d be glad.” 

“I suspected Titus was going to break up with me. It was a desperate plea for him to reconsider. But now? Who’d want me? A murderer?” 

“Let’s go over everything that happened.”

“Fine.” 

~*~

The conversation wore her out. Roberto assured her it was highly probable he’d get the charges dropped after he conferred with the District Attorney. He’d see about getting her medical treatment as well, but couldn’t get her out of jail for that without permission from a judge.

Tammy jumped off her bunk with a thud as Beth entered the room. “Well?” 

“My attorney. He thinks he can get me out.” 

“Yay!” Tammy reached forward to embrace her and she whimpered in response. 

“Careful, please. He discovered that the officer who arrested me was a buddy of Miles and had been asked to be there to do just that. The officer never expected his friend to die so things went terribly wrong in how he reacted. He always intended to arrest me. He’s under investigation right now.”

“Wow. Didn’t see that coming.”

“Neither did I. I was too shook up to realize something was off with that guy. I’m exhausted and need to rest.” 

“But of course. Maybe they’ll finally get you to a doctor too.” 

“Maybe. All I want now is to sleep.” 

“You do that, and I’ll pray.” 

“You’ve been good to me Tammy.” Bethany allowed her eyes to close and the thumping in her brain to lull her aching body and soul to sleep.

~*~

The next day a letter arrived for Bethany. She slit open the envelope and reclined on her couch to read the words.

Dearest Bethany Joelle,

I got your letter. I’m still in the hospital and I miss you. Cooper is going home with the Winks until I can take care of him.

I’m sorry I got jealous of Sean and Jack. You really used pepper spray on your step-brother? I’m impressed. Too bad you didn’t bring it with you the other night, huh? I only heard what happened, I don’t remember anything. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to protect you.

As for the photos you saw. I was sad. I was jealous. Pure and simple. There was never anything to those photos other than conversation. While the woman may have wanted more, my heart isn’t available right now.

Because you have it. I love you and long to be with you, day and night, until we’re old and gray. I don’t know what that life will look like as you have choices now. And I only hope I’m one of them.

Hopefully, I’ll hold you in my arms soon. I love you more than you could know.

Titus

She folded up the letter and held it close. He still loved her. Was there anything sweeter than knowing that? The future suddenly looked brighter.

~*~

Another day passed.

Titus had plenty of visitors. 

Will sneaked Cooper in for a quick peek once the dog was released from the hospital before the dog would rest at the Wink home.

“Hey, Coop. How’s my little hero?” The dog snuggled up into him resting his head on Ty’s shoulder. “Aw, I missed you too little guy. I’m glad you’re going to be OK.” A few kisses followed.

A nurse walked in the room and shook her head. “Boys, dogs are not allowed in the hospital.” She came over and gave Cooper a scratch behind the ears. “But I hear this one has been a courageous pup so before anyone else sees or calls security, you’d better get him out of here.”

Will grabbed Cooper and left with the dog’s tail wagging.

“You have good friends, Titus.”

“The best. But I miss my girl.” He’d already shared with the nurse what had happened.

“We’re all praying for her, but how about we spring you from the hospital. Looks as if the doctor will be happy to let you go tomorrow morning.”

“Really?”

“Yup. Your tests all came back fine. You’ll need to rest and be careful for a while, but it seems there’s no lasting damage to your brain.”

Titus laughed. “There are others who will probably disagree with that.”

The nurse smiled. “Maybe so, but let’s get you out of here first before the doctors change their minds on that score, huh?”

He grinned. “You bet.”

And maybe if he was blessed, he’d get to see Bethany Joelle too.

~*~

“Wake up sleepyhead,” Tammy sang. 

“I can’t. Eat without me.” 

“You’re wasting away. You need to eat to keep up your strength.” 

“Fine, you win.” Bethany rose and grabbed her plate. Nothing looked appetizing, but she ate a few bites anyway and set it back down.

“Seriously? A mouse couldn’t survive on that amount of food.”

A guard appeared at the door. “Miss Hansen. Come with me. You need to change. You’re being released.” 

Bethany shook her head. “Excuse me?” 

“Come. The charges against you have been dropped. Let’s go. Your ride is waiting.” 

Tammy grabbed her in a big hug. “I knew it! Bless you B.J. and have a wonderful life.” 

Oh, that hurt. “What about you?” 

“I got to be your angel. That’ll tide me over for a long time. God ain’t through with me yet.” 

“No. He isn’t. Thank you.” 

Bethany limped to the door which swung open and closed gain. She followed the guard to a room where she could change. She was sad to see it was only into the clothes she’d worn to the garage. Ripped and splattered with blood. But maybe she’d get to go home and take a long hot shower. She hoped so. The only other thing she’d had on her were her car keys. She took them and shoved them in her pocket. It might be a while before she would be up for driving.

She walked out into the waiting area to find Titus waiting there for her. She stopped and stared at him, all battered but at least wearing clean clothes, and no blood. Stitches by his eye were probably the most minor issue he had. She swallowed. 

“Titus.” Tears streamed down her face as she walked into his open arms. He folded them around her gently.

He kissed her hair. “I love you.”

“Are you driving?” 

“No, Dan brought me. We came to get you and take you to the hospital to be checked over.” 

“I’m a mess. I need a shower, and clean clothes.”

He placed a hand on either side of her face and lowered his lip to hers. She returned the kiss and pulled back. “You’re beautiful just as you are, Bethany Joelle.” 

“Be careful of your lip. Kissing has to hurt.” 

He smiled. “It’s worth it if I get to kiss you. Now come on.” 

“Wait.” She turned back to the guard by the door. “What’s Tammy’s last name? I want to be able to write to her.” 

“Tammy?” The guard looked puzzled.

“Yes, my cellmate? She’s the one who did my hair like this?” Bethany grabbed a tight braid and lifted it up.

“You didn’t have a cellmate, Miss Hansen.” The guard offered an apologetic look, shrugged, and left.

She turned to Titus. “She was there. I could never do this with my shoulder and wrist.” 

“Maybe it was an angel sent to keep you company?” Ty offered.

“With chocolate skin, frizzy hair, and at least eighty pounds overweight?”

“Why not?” Titus smiled. “Just proves you’re never alone and God was watching over you.” 

She frowned and leaned into him. As they walked out into the chilly fall air, she shivered, and he wrapped an arm around her and she sucked in a breath at the pain it caused.

“I’m sorry, Bethany. I don’t know where you’re hurt.” 

“Feels like everywhere.”

He helped her into the back seat of Pastor Dan’s sedan. Closing the door, he entered on the other side. She fumbled with the lap belt but got it buckled.

“Hi, Bethany Joelle. Let’s get you fixed up, huh?” 

“Thank you, Dan.” She leaned back in her seat. Ty’s hand came to clasp her left one, but he was gentle, and it didn’t make her wrist hurt more.

Arriving at the emergency room they brought her in and sat to wait. Soon a nurse escorted away to be evaluated. Radiology and blood work all took place before they ever gave her relief from her pain. After days of agony, she had slight relief, or at least didn’t care anymore. 

Titus was allowed into her curtained area. 

“How are you doing?” 

“No answers yet. Soon. They finally gave me something for the pain.” 

The doctor walked in with a nurse. “Well, Miss Hansen. It’s about time they got you here, but the fact is we would have had to wait for the swelling in your wrist to go down before we could cast it anyway, so we’ll get that done before you leave. Your shoulder isn’t broken but the shoulder blade is dislocated so we’ll take care of that now. How long has it been since she was given the medication?” He looked to the nurse. 

“About fifteen minutes ago.” 

“Let’s get the wrist casted first to give her more time and increase the dose immediately. This will be painful.” He looked to Titus. “You might want to go wait outside. It’s not for the faint of heart.” 

Titus paled but gazed at her with a soft smile. “I’d rather stay if it’s OK with you.” 

The doctor looked at Bethany. “I’m fine, are you OK with that?” 

She nodded. “I’m glad to have him here. You said I’ll be able to go home?” 

“Yes. You’ve had a concussion, so you’ll need to rest and take it easy, but you can go home. No baking or repairing cars for at least six weeks.” 

Bethany groaned. 

“That only means others are going to have to help you for a while. You’ll be back in action before you know it.” The entire time he talked he was wrapping gauze around her hand, wrist, and lower arm. “Do you have a color you’d like for the cast?”

Ty and Bethany answered together, “Green.” 

The doctor smiled and nodded. “Green it is.” 

Once the cast was done he went to the other side of the bed. “Ty, if you want to hold the part of her left hand you can touch, that’d be fine. Ready, Bethany Joelle?” 

She nodded, and he had her sit forward as he pushed on her shoulder blade to slide it back into place. The pain was blinding. 

She opened her eyes to see Titus sitting there.

“Hey, you passed out. Must have been painful.” 

“Indescribable.” 

“Better now?” 

“Yeah.” 

“The nurse is coming back with a prescription for you and then you can dress, and we can take you home.” 

“Home sounds nice. But I have no phone or car…”

“We’ll get your car to you, not that you can drive on the meds they’ll give you. And I already replaced your phone.” He pulled a green smartphone out of his pocket. “See? And I programmed in my number…and Skye’s, and my mom’s…Seems you have more people in your life to call now.” 

She grinned. “You’re too good for me.” 

Titus shook his head. “Not good enough in my opinion.” 

“Thank you for your letter. It was sweet.”

“Yours made me cry. I love you, Bethany Joelle.” 

“I love you too, Ty.” 

“Maybe we should do something about that.” 

“Like what?” She frowned.

“Get married.” 

“Like this?”

“Well, as much as I love the hospital gown look on you, I was thinking something else might be better.” 

“Yes.” 

“Yes?” 

“I’ll marry you.” 

“When?” 

“Whenever you want.” 

“We’re both on pain meds and that might be clouding our thinking.” 

“I’ve been wanting this long before they gave me medication, Titus.” She smiled at him. “Getting cold feet already?” 

“Never. We’ll see how you feel tomorrow and maybe we can go get a license.” 

“That soon?” 

“Why not?” 

“Don’t we need to plan things? Talk to Pastor Dan?” 

“We will, but I don’t want to wait anymore. I don’t like the idea of you being alone in that big house and Cooper is tired of sharing us. We can all recover together.” 

“A staycation honeymoon?” 

“Why not?” 

She nodded. “Yeah, why not?” 

He was about to lean in when the curtain pulled back. “Oh! I’m sorry. I have your clothes. You can dress now to go home. Let me just remove these tubes from you and that blood pressure cuff.” The nurse handed the prescription to Titus to hold.

“I’ll see you outside when you’re dressed.” He winked at her.

“See ya.” 

~*~

Titus walked her up the stairs when they got to her house.

“We have an audience,” Bethany said.

“So?” He bent his head to kiss her. 

“Watch your lip.” 

“I’m trying to.” His lips met hers in a gentle kiss. “Go. Get inside, clean up, and rest. Text me if you need anything. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

“OK.” 

He limped down the steps. Obviously, his bruises still bothered him as well. She gave a wave, entered the house and locked the door behind her. She trudged up the stairs and stripped off her dirty, blood-stained clothing. It took time, but she managed to undo the braids Tammy so painstakingly wove. Her scalp hurt as they loosened. With a plastic bag secured around her cast, she took her shower and shampooed her hair. As if washing off the remnants of that night could erase them from her memory.

She dressed for bed and took another pain pill. She hugged her pillow close and her last thought was, I’m getting married.

~*~

Titus came out of the guest bedroom at the Wink home. He’d accepted the invitation to stay there so he could be with Cooper.

“Can we get my car today?” he asked Skye.

“What’s the rush?” She poured him a cup of coffee. 

Dan was already gone even though it was a Saturday.

“Not a rush, really. I’m eager to see Bethany Joelle.”

She frowned as she studied him. “Something’s different.”

He grinned. “Yup. I proposed, and she said yes.”

She squealed.

He covered his ears. 

“I’m sorry, oh, but won’t Bethany want to be the one to tell me?”

“She can tell you the specifics.”

“When is the wedding?”

“That’s something we need to talk about. Dan wants us in his office today at one. I thought I’d take her to lunch first.”

“Are you sure you’re up to driving?”

“No pain meds today. I’m good. Doctor said as long as I wasn’t taking the medication I could drive.”

“Fine. I’ll take you to get your truck. Congratulations, Titus. I really am so happy for the both of you.”

He grinned and sipped his coffee. “I’m pretty happy too.”

~*~

Titus led Bethany Joelle into the church. “How’s the pain today?”

“Tolerable. I’m glad you can drive. Lunch was nice.”

“You didn’t eat much.”

“It’s been a rough week and pain kind of saps my energy and appetite.”

“Did you call Jack today?” He led her to a loveseat in the waiting area.

“Yeah, I explained I needed to quit. He understood. He said he wants to be at the wedding.”

“You told him?”

“You told Skye and Dan.”

“True. I should have let you tell Skye.”

“Did you call your mom yet?” Bethany squeezed his hand.

“No. Figured I’d wait until I had a date and location.”

“My mom shouldn’t be back from her honeymoon yet so I didn’t want to spoil it for her.”

“Wow, you’ll have a lot to share when you see her again.”

“Or maybe not.”

Titus nodded. “Miles was buried yesterday.”

“I’m glad Adele didn’t live to see this. She’d have been heartbroken.”

 “She loved you. She would have posted bail.” He squeezed her hand.

“And left herself destitute. I love and miss her.”

Dan came walking down the hallway. “Come on you two lovebirds. Let’s talk. I need to get home soon before my wife decides to never bake me a banana crème pie again.”

They rose and entered his office. 

Dan closed the door and sat by his desk. “So, Titus tells me he wants to marry you, Bethany, and as quickly as possible.”

Bethany grinned. “Yes. We both agree on that.”

“I understand. You can get a marriage license on Monday, but the soonest you could wed would be perhaps Thursday or Friday.”

“Really? You’d let us marry that soon?” Titus asked.

“I can’t stop you. You could go to the courthouse. My only stipulation is that Skye and I become marriage mentors for you.”

“Isn’t that supposed to be the role of an older couple? You’re still newlyweds yourself.”

“True, but I was previously married for ten years. And Skye might surprise you. The woman is sharp. So, what will it be?”

Bethany and Titus looked at each other. “Friday?” They spoke in unison.

“What time?”

“Eleven o’clock. Then we can go get lunch somewhere.”

 “Where do you want to hold the ceremony and who will you invite?” Dan asked.

“Guys from the garage, you and Skye of course...” Titus offered.

“And Jack. Although he may have a hard time getting off early, but he’d be here. And my parents. They’ll be back by then.”

“Mom,” Titus added.

“And my siblings, but not my step-brother.” She shivered in distaste.

“You could always carry pepper spray in your bouquet,” Ty offered.

Dan grinned and shook his head. “OK, obviously, I missed something here and that’s fine. Let’s start talking details...”
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Donut ever let me go.

Unknown

October 2014

Titus stood at the front of the church.

Bethany came around the corner and flared out the skirt of her green lace dress and its bell sleeves. The dress was higher in the front, to the floor in the back, and revealed brown boots. A wreath of daisies circled her strawberry-blonde hair as strands fell in waves around her face. She looked natural and vibrant. 

He suspected makeup minimized the bruises. 

Skye wore a lighter green gown that matched in style. Mums and asters made up their bouquets.

Dan cleared his throat.

Ty couldn’t hide a grin. Both ladies were beautiful, but he only had eyes for Bethany Joelle. How could he have ever missed those curves in her garage clothes?

Renata, a singer from the worship team, was accompanied by Niko vocally and on guitar as they sang a song of love.

Bethany moved forward with a shy smile. 

Jack, a man he had come to appreciate instead of being jealous of, escorted her down the makeshift aisle in the café.

Titus had offered her more time for both of them to heal from the attack, but Bethany Joelle insisted that life was fragile, and she didn’t want to miss one more moment of a future together. He grinned at the memory as he watched her come toward them.

The family and friends for the wedding had been more extensive than they’d realized.

Bethany allowed him to make the plans for after the ceremony as she worked on something at home to prepare for his move there. 

Jack baked the cake for a dessert-only reception at the church. 

The guys from the garage decorated her sports utility vehicle with old fashioned cans on the back bumper and streamers and painting “Just Married” on the rear window. Her new plates hadn’t come yet, but he got a chuckle when she told him what they would say.

Could they be more blessed?

Kristi stood in the front row with her new husband, weeping for joy. 

Titus was afraid he’d need to ask her for a tissue for himself. His own mother, Tanya was on the other side also crying. How was he to keep his own tears in? He swallowed hard as Bethany was brought to him. 

She handed off her flowers to Skye.

Jack placed Bethany’s hand in Ty’s and put his arms around the both of them. His voice boomed with passion. “Lord, bless Your two servants as they join together to glorify You in this marriage. Protect their love and let it be an example to others. Give them time together to grow old and rich in the wonders of this union and bless them with children to bring life and laughter to their home. You are a holy and glorious God and we are grateful for the way You have given Bethany a family and a home beyond her wildest imaginings. Give Titus the strength to lead and love her well. Amen.” Jack gently hugged them both.

Dan cleared his throat and grinned as they turned to face him. “I’m not sure there’s much more to say after a prayer like that.” 

The crowd chuckled.

Will called out, “Just get ‘em hitched already.”

Titus shook his head as Bethany giggled.

Dan gave a short speech about marriage and its purpose and what he saw in their lives. 

Skye started sniffing behind Bethany. 

They spoke simple vows and finally Titus was able to give her a ring.

Will handed it to him and he slid the silver band inlaid with emeralds and diamonds on to her finger. “With this ring, I promise my love and faithfulness to you, Bethany Joelle, all the days God gives us together.”

She gasped at the sparkly band and blinked as tears rolled down her cheek. She mouthed, thank you.

“Ladies and gentleman, may I introduce you to Mr. and Mrs. Rickmeyer. Titus, you may kiss your bride.”

Ty grinned and drew Bethany close, their lips met.

The room erupted in applause and whistles. 

He pulled back, but she brought both her hands up and brought his face down for another searing kiss. When it ended as the crowd laughed, their foreheads touched together. “I love you.”

“I love you too, Titus. Let’s go eat some cake.”

“I thought you didn’t like cake?”

“For you, I’ll sacrifice.” She winked, and they turned to greet the well-wishers.

The guests mingled around talking and eating cake and drinking punch. 

Titus stole as many sugary kisses as possible. 

A table of gifts was piled high, but Will promised to load them in the back of Ty’s truck, lock it and leave it at the farm for them.

Titus gave a loud whistle to the crowd as he wrapped an arm around his bride. “Many times, a dance follows a wedding. Thankfully this beautiful fall day has cooperated and instead of a dance I want to invite you to join Bethany and me for some fun.” He looked down at his wife. “One of the best dates we ever had also resulted in reuniting Bethany with Kristi and her family. So today, we have the entire sports complex available for the next few hours to play together. Go-kart races, miniature golf, and more. The address and directions are at the back table. So please, come join us there to celebrate!”

Bethany laughed. “Go-karts? We’re racing go-karts on our wedding day?”

“I’ve been chasing you for a long time and when we started seeing each other that was the first time I ever saw you truly laugh. So, yes. In our wedding finery, we are racing go-karts.”

“It’ll have to be a two-seater with you driving. This will be fun. I love you, Titus Rickmeyer.”

“I love you back, Bethany Joelle Rickmeyer.”

People helped clean up the café and got ready to depart for the fun. 

Bethany snuggled into his chest. “You know, maybe we should take that area behind the house and make a trail.”

“A trail?”

“Yeah, there are hills back there and the land doesn’t have many trees. It’d be perfect for a go-kart trail, or for dirt bikes—”

“—motorcycles, snowmobile races…”

She elbowed him gently. “Now you’re talking.”

~*~

Later that evening Titus pulled into the gravel driveway of the farmhouse in Bethany’s car. He helped her out of the vehicle.  “Why don’t you get inside? I’ll unload the truck.” 

She followed him as he unlocked the bed cover—but it was empty.

“Did you give Will a key to the house?” Ty asked

“I told him where the spare was when he asked. He said he and a friend would unload for us.”

“Hmmm.”

“What?”

“Will’s a prankster.”

“Oh. Oh, no. Do you think he did something?”

“I wouldn’t put it past him. I thought his grin was a bit large when he joined us at the sports complex.”

They walked to the house.

Ty unlocked the door and turned to Bethany. “Mind if I carry you over the threshold?”

She grinned and put her arm around his neck as he lifted her. Once in the kitchen, he set her down.

Leftover cake was on the table and piles of gifts were in the living room.

“Doesn’t look like he did anything bad,” Bethany offered.

“Right…”

“I have a surprise for you, though.”

“Lead the way.” He removed his already loosened tie as she led him down a hallway. “I thought your room was upstairs.”

“My room was, but not our room.” She opened the door to the master bedroom with freshly polished wood floors and a new, king size bed. The walls were a turquoise color and turquoise, brown, and cream pillows were scattered over a cream comforter. Cream valences covered the windows, open enough to let in a little fresh air. Valances bedecked in the colors wrapped the room together around his favorite shade.

Ty grinned and pointed at the comforter. “You realize Cooper will be invisible on that bed.”

“I look forward to bringing him home tomorrow.”

The bed was also littered with rose petals and unlit candles were scattered on the dressers and night table. 

“So, this is our honeymoon suite?”

“Do you like it? I want to remodel the bathroom next. I didn’t have time to do everything, but since you’re out of work for a few more weeks I figured we could have fun figuring out the rest of the house together.”

He grinned. “I like the way you think, Mrs. Rickmeyer.”

She reached up to touch his short beard. “I do like you with a beard. I’ve waited long enough for this night, Titus.”

“Anticipation is half the fun.” He leaned down to kiss her as she pushed his coat off his shoulders.

Breaking away, she grinned at him. “Maybe, but tonight neither one of us has to leave frustrated.”

“An eager bride. I think I’ll enjoy this.”

“I plan on it.” She kissed him again leaving him no doubt that this night, and the ones to come, would be filled with adventure, love, and wonder. “Take me to bed.”

“If you insist.”


EPILOGUE

True love stories never have endings.

Richard Bach

Spring 2015

Cooper barked and spun around in circles as Titus pulled in with his truck. 

Bethany came to the door to greet him with a kiss. Every touch of this man filled her with anticipation and joy.

“The house smells great. You baked bread today?” Titus asked.

“I’m enjoying this small business. I delivered to DeLuca’s Cucina. They’ve been a great first customer. I’m glad we remodeled the kitchen before anything else.” 

Ty walked into the open space and saw the table set with candles lit. “Are we celebrating Dan and Skye’s new arrival?” he asked.

“I visited Skye today. Matthew is adorable. Dan said they chose the name because it means ‘gift of God.’”

“He was so excited when he called me. All those fears he had at first…he was crying he was so happy. After all the grief it was refreshing to see him cry for such a beautiful reason.”

“Skye is doing well. She’ll be going home tomorrow.”

“Special occasion?” he asked as he hung up his coat by the back door.

“Yes. Very special. Dinner is in the oven staying warm.” 

A loaf of fresh baked bread was already on the table in a cloth-covered basket.

He came behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist and hugging her close. “Will you tell me what it is or keep me in suspense?”

“No suspense needed. I want to suggest our next remodeling project should be a baby’s room.” She slid his hand down to her stomach.

He spun her around, eyes wide, mouth gaping. “Seriously? We’re having a baby?”

She grinned and nodded. “Yes, we are. I saw the doctor today and heard the heartbeat.”

“How far along are you?”

“About ten weeks. We should have a new Rickmeyer around our first anniversary.”

He picked her up, held her close and spun her around the kitchen. When she landed back on the ground, he wrapped his arms around her and devoured her with a kiss.

Her hand sneaked up around his neck as she returned his passion. He picked her up again, blew out the candles, and carried her to the bedroom. 

“Titus. Dinner?”

“That’s not what I’m hungry for right now.”

She giggled and kissed him hard forcing him to stop where he was. She broke it off and he entered the room and dropped her on the bed. “Time to celebrate.”

She giggled as he started to undo the buttons on his shirt. She rose to help him. “I baked a cake too.”

He kissed her, and they fell onto the bed. “I love you, Bethany Joelle.”

“I love you too Titus and am so glad that after all the detours in our lives, God brought us together.”

“Amen,” Titus said as he proceeded to show her just how grateful he was.
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